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Could Atherton withdraw from fire district?

By Barbara Wood
Almanac Staff Writer

or years, Atherton offi-
Fcials have groused that it

appears the Menlo Park
Fire Protection District gets
more property tax revenue from
the town’s property owners than
Atherton does. Now, the town
is considering doing something
about it, with options includ-
ing withdrawing from the fire
district.

Atherton’s City Council will
hold a study session on the
funding of the fire district at its
Wednesday, Sept. 7, meeting,
which starts at 3 p.m. in the
town’s council chambers at 94
Ashfield Road.

The staff report from City
Manager George Rodericks says
that in the 2015-16 fiscal year,
based on the assessed valuation
of properties in Atherton, the
fire district received $4.5 mil-
lion more in property taxes from
Atherton landowners than the
town did: $13.8 million for the
fire district versus $9.3 million
for the town.

The report says that, accord-

ing to the county assessor’s
office, of every property tax
dollar paid by Atherton land-
owners, the fire district receives
slightly less than 16 cents while
the town receives slightly less
than 11 cents. Atherton proper-
ty owners also pay an additional
parcel tax for town services.

Fire Chief Harold Schapelhou-
man says that a report done for
the fire district comes up with
different numbers. It says Ather-
ton provided $10.8 million to
the district in the 2015-16 fiscal
year, a figure that is also more
than the $9.3 million the town
received from property tax.

The fire district provides
fire, emergency response and
emergency medical services to
Atherton, Menlo Park, East
Palo Alto and some adjacent
unincorporated areas. Atherton
provides services that include
police, planning and building,
park and public works, includ-
ing drainage and street work, to
its residents.

The funding levels are a legacy
of Proposition 13, passed by
California voters in 1978. The
following year the state Legisla-

Woodside Bakery
is back, but now
in Sharon Heights

By Dave Boyce

Almanac Staff Writer

or the first time since
FMarch, devotees of baked

goods from the Woodside
Bakery & Cafe will not have to
visit a supermarket to buy them.
The bakery part of the business
opened on Sept. 1, but at a new
location: in the Sharon Heights
Shopping Center at 325 Sharon
Park Drive in Menlo Park.

After remodeling the inte-
rior of the Sharon Heights shop,
there are plans to open the cafe
around the start of the new year,
said Mark Sweyer, who co-owns
the business with his sister Jan
Sweyer. The cafe will be open for
breakfast and lunch seven days a
week, Mr. Sweyer said.

The menu will include past
favorites such as Penne Sylvia
and some of the salads and
soups, he said. There will be

outside seating on a patio in
front. The site has three times
the parking of the old place, he
added.

At the farewell party in Wood-
side in March, more than 1,000
people asked to be notified
when the business reopened,
Mr. Sweyer said. He said he is
looking forward to recapturing
the patronage of Sand Hill Road
venture capitalists at a closer
and more convenient location,
as well as bicyclists traveling the
Loop that includes Sand Hill
Road.

The Sweyers bought the Mar-
tha’s Pastries business in the
shopping center from Martha
Merz, who said she is retiring
after 28 years. The Sweyers say,
and Ms. Merz has confirmed,
that Ms. Merz will be spending
a month informing the pastry
chef on her methods for mak-
ing some of her most popular

Atherton wants to
investigate whether
its property owners
are overpaying for fire
district services.

ture set the property tax alloca-
tions for various government
entities at the percentage they
had received the year before.

The staff report suggests an
independent consulting firm
investigate how much it costs
the fire district to provide its
services to Atherton, and then
use that information as a nego-
tiating point.

If the consultants find the
cost to provide fire services to
the town is considerably less
than the amount of property
tax revenue collected by the fire
district, the town could “discuss
alternative fire service models
which could include, but not be
limited to, detachment from the
Fire District,” Mr. Rodericks’
report says.

It suggests the town could

ask the district to share tax
revenue or offer additional
services or more “fire-related
infrastructure.”

Because the discussion is a
study item, the council will
not take any official action at
the meeting, but it could direct
staff to come back with more
information.

The staff report says the
estimated cost of the study is
$35,000 to $50,000 and esti-
mates it could be done by sum-
mer 2017.

“The Fire District would be
involved at all phases of the
analysis and any ultimate deci-
sions made by the Council,” the
report says.

Fire board director and Ather-
ton resident Peter Carpenter, the
fire district’s liaison with the
town, called the town’s efforts
“deeply misguided.” He said the
town “lacks both the authority
and the expertise to deal with
this issue.” It is the fire district’s
board that is elected to represent
residents’ “interests on this mat-
ter,” not the City Council, he
said.

“There is no way that the town

of Atherton can compel the fire
district to make a contribution
to the town,” he said, adding
that if the town did find a way
to reduce the fire district’s
revenues, those property taxes
would go back to the county for
redistribution.

“Atherton property owners
would receive practically none
of the reduction,” he said.

“We have a town that can-
not survive without an ongo-
ing parcel tax and cannot
even fund a replacement for a
decrepit police station, so it is
desperate to find money from
anyone but its taxpayers,” he
said. “Sadly it is looking at a
well-managed fire district to
solve its poor fiscal manage-
ment problems.”

Chief Schapelhouman said
he worries that even talking
about possibly breaking up the
fire district could cause prob-
lems with hiring and employee
morale.

“This is a conversation they
can have. But is it a necessary
conversation?” he asked. “It
almost feels like a little bit of a
setup and a shakedown.” B
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Woodside Bakery & Cafe co-owner Jan Sweyer, right, catches up with Maria Barsotti, a former
employee, at the closing night farewell party at the Woodside location in March.

items, including challah, cin-
namon bread, tarts, cookies and
Palmier puff pastry.

Ms. Merz said she was “very
happy” that the Sweyers are so
interested and excited about
carrying on her baking legacy.
Pastry Chef Jesus Mendoza,

a 22-year veteran, will con-
tinue making Bakery standbys,
including croissants, Danish
pastries, cakes, pies and Parisian
macarons, Ms. Sweyer said.
Since the Woodside location
closed, Mr. Mendoza and the
crew from the original bakery

have been working out of a
temporary location in Redwood
City, the Sweyers said. In a
month or so, the Sweyers will be
moving all their baking opera-
tions to their own wholesale

See WOODSIDE BAKERY page 7
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