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By Jeff Olson

Mayor Jen Cavanagh has 
long been a vocal advocate for 
the environment, consistently 
highlighting the importance of 
protecting Piedmont’s natural 
assets. However, her environ-
mental commitment faces a 
significant test with a looming 
decision: Will the city council 
endorse a developer’s proposal 
for construction on 77 Wistaria 
Way, or will it require City staff 
to comply with Piedmont law 
and enforce the state and city 
regulations under SB 9 written 
to protect the environment?

Unless the city council steps 
in and requires city staff to pro-
cess the project in compliance 
with local environmental law, 
Piedmont will find out by July 16 
when construction is set to begin 
at 77 Wistaria Way.

Piedmont’s City staff chose 
to bypass the Planning Commis-
sion’s review of the 77 Wistaria 
Way project and process it under 
the State’s SB 9 regulation, 
which allowed the project to be 
processed ministerially – by the 
staff behind closed doors with 
neither Planning Commission 
nor public visibility or input. 
However, per California state 
law and local Piedmont Code, 
due to the environmental charac-
teristics of the 77 Wistaria Way 
property, the project specifically 
does not qualify for SB 9. 

According to California state 
law and local Piedmont law, lots 
which contain streams, wetland 
soil or wetland vegetation as 
defined in Piedmont City Code 
(Sec. 17.54.050.B 1) and Califor-
nia State Law (SB9) are ineligi-
ble for SB9 development. Wild-
wood Creek and its headwaters 
traverse this property, a fact 
well-known to the local commu-
nity.

Many neighbors have actively 
raised their concerns regarding 
the staff’s noncompliant decision 
to process the developer’s appli-
cation under the expedited and 
not transparent SB 9 process. 
Planning staff and City Coun-
cil received formal notice of the 
staff’s non-compliance with SB 
9 as early as August 23, 2023 – 
four months prior to the City’s 
decision to approve the develop-
er’s land-use permit on Decem-
ber 27, 2024. Following the 
approval of the land use permit, 
Piedmont residents wrote multi-
ple additional related letters to 
the city; however, City staff have 

largely dismissed residents’ con-
cerns, maintaining the site qual-
ifies for processing under SB 9. 

On June 17 neighbors spoke 
during the public forum of the 
city council meeting; the follow-
ing week they presented a peti-
tion to the City, with notice to 
the developer, requesting to be 
on the City Council agenda; and 
again raised their concerns in the 
July 1 city council meeting. 

However, the residents’ sig-
nificant and repeated efforts to 
urge city council to require City 
staff to comply with state and 
local law fell on deaf ears. Pied-
mont city staff quietly approved 
building permits for the project 
last week on July 2.

The first offer from the city 
to engage with residents on the 
topic came one day later on July 
3. It was the day of the Piedmont 
Post’s first article on this issue, 
and one day after the City had 
approved building permits. A 
meeting between staff and con-
cerned neighbors took place on 
July 5th. During this meeting, 
staff asserted confidence in 
their understanding of the land’s 
environmental aspects, citing a 
report from a “licensed biolo-
gist” – paid for by the developer 
– who gave reasons outside the 
scope of relevant state and local 
law for why he felt the project 
should not be disqualified from 
SB 9 consideration. Despite the 
developer’s biologist admitting 
the site contained multiple of the 
criteria, which would disqualify 
the project for SB 9 processed, 
City staff dismissed the neigh-
bors’ claims about the creek, 
without citing any specifics from 
the report, only explaining that a 
report by a “licensed biologist” 
must be accurate because such 
a professional would not want 
to run the risk of losing their 
license for producing a flawed 
report.

The California License web-
site reveals that “biologist” is 
not a professional category that 
holds a license to practice in the 
state. 

This situation presents a crit-
ical question: Will the city coun-
cil require staff to comply with 
the City’s own law, or will the 
developer’s interests prevail? 

This question is increasingly 
important as the city expects 
to see an increasing number of 
SB 9 applications, which lowers 
the bar for developers and often 
more signif icant impacts on 
neighbors.

OPINION

By Matt Simons

George Mark Children’s 
House (GMCH), as part of its 
20th-anniversary celebration, 
will present its first-ever Hum-
mingbird Awards in a ceremony 
today, August 14, to pay tribute 
to several individuals and orga-
nizations that have played a piv-
otal role in helping the pediatric 
hospice provide exceptional care 
to seriously ill children and sup-
port for their families. The cer-
emony will be held at 11 a.m. at 
George Mark Children’s House, 
2121 George Mark Lane, in San 
Leandro.

The Hummingbird Awards 
will be part of a re-dedication 
ceremony for George Mark’s 
restorative garden, Humming-
bird Hill. Hummingbirds hold a 
special place in the hearts of the 
community at George Mark Chil-
dren’s House, symbolizing heal-
ing, comfort, and hope.

Kathy Hull, founder of George 
Mark Children’s House, will 
present the awards with CEO 
Shekinah Eliassen.

Pixar Animation Studios will 

receive an award for its ongoing 
commitment and robust volunteer 
engagement with the organization 
over the years. “Pixar Animation 
Studios exemplifies corporate 
citizenship at its finest, making a 
meaningful difference in the lives 
of George Mark patients and their 
families,” reads a press release 
from the George Mark Children’s 
House.

The Honorable Wilma Chan, 
former Alameda County Super-
visor, will be honored posthu-
mously at the ceremony. Chan, 
a distinguished advocate and 
early champion of George Mark 
Children’s House, played a piv-
otal role in the organization’s 
foundational years. Chan’s for-
mer Chief of Staff Rachel Rich-
man will accept the award on her 
behalf. Alameda County District 
3 Supervisor Lena Tam and Dis-
trict 3 Director Silin Huang will 
also be in attendance.

Wilma Chan passed away on 
November 3, 2021, after she was 
struck by a vehicle while walking 
her dog near the intersection of 
Shoreline Drive and Grand Street 
in Alameda.

George Mark Children’s House to present 
first-ever Hummingbird Awards

Pixar studio and artists, former Alameda County Board of 
Supervisors Member Wilma Chan among those to be honored

Open letter to Piedmont residents:
I reside in Piedmont and want to help my friend, Oleksandr 

Tsebrii from Ukraine find temporary housing in Piedmont start-
ing in September so he can be reunited with his wife, Lina Tseb-
rii, and their two sons, ages 2 and 10. 

Please call me with any questions. Your generosity and assis-
tance would mean the world to us.

With sincere gratitude, 
Maxim Sulimov
Piedmont resident
510-457-5635

Will the City Council hold its 
staff accountable to the law?

Wistaria Way project specifically  
does not qualify for SB 9

Photos by George Mark Children’s House
The first-ever Hummingbird 
Awards were designed by Pixar 
artists and cast from bronze by 
local metalworkers at ArtWorks 
Foundry.

Bob Pauley and Jerome Ranft 
of Pixar Animation Studios will 
also receive awards. These dis-
tinguished artists – whose work 
is featured in films Toy Story, 
Finding Nemo, and Cars – have 
generously contributed their 
time, sketches, illustrations and 
maquettes of hummingbirds to 
George Mark Children’s House 
pro bono over the years.

Cody Lyon of Pixar Anima-
tion Studios (Elemental, Coco) 
will also be awarded. Lyon is 
a familiar presence at George 
Mark events, where he creates 
animated versions of families as 
part of memory-building activi-
ties. He also designed and created 
a stunning mural in the GMCH 
Art Room as a poignant tribute to 
a bereaved family. 

Serpico Landscaping will 
receive an award for generously 
providing pro bono landscaping 
services to the GMCH for over 15 
years, ensuring the gardens and 
Hummingbird Hill are meticu-
lously maintained.

Kambiz Mehrafshani of 
ArtWorks Foundry, one of the 
nation’s leading foundries for 
the production and restoration 
of bronze sculptures, reliefs and 
monuments, will also receive an 
award. Kambiz has been instru-
mental in producing the exquisite 
Pixar-designed bronze statues 
that will be presented as awards 
for the Hummingbird Awards, 
further enhancing the legacy 
of compassion and artistry at 
GMCH.

Today’s event is closed to the 
public but open to members of the 
press.

Hummingbird Hill, George Mark Children’s House’s restorative 
garden, is due for a re-dedication at the awards ceremony.

Shekinah Eliassen, CEO of George Mark Children’s House, holds a 
Hummingbird Award.
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Features
Walking on Wednesday

Wed. Walkers explore history 
of Sharon Ave.

Photo courtesy of Sharon family members
Percy Gray painted this watercolor of Casa Montana, the Sharon estate 
on Mountain Avenue, in the 1920s.

By Dick Carter

The walkers have talked about 
Frank C. Havens and other early 
Piedmont real estate developers, 
but a developer they hadn’t dis-
cussed and a street they hadn’t 
walked this year were William 
Sharon and Sharon Avenue. Pied-
mont Historical Society president 
Gail Lombardi once devoted an 
issue of the society’s Piedmont’s 
History publication to Sharon, 
his family, and estate. The group 
decided to walk to Sharon Ave-
nue and discuss its history. 

The walkers continued to 37 
Sharon Avenue where William 
Sharon’s stories were told. Sha-
ron was born in 1852 and grew 
up on an Ohio farm. In 1872 he 
went to San Francisco and then 
Virginia City, Nevada to work for 
his uncle, who was a successful 
banker and silver mine owner. 
Sharon married Lillian Mygatt 
in 1876 and they raised a family 
of 10 children. He became suc-
cessful in finance and mining and 
was elected to the Nevada State 
Senate in the 1880s.

The Sharons initially lived in 
Virginia City but moved to Oak-
land in 1890 for better schools. 
In 1893 the Sharons purchased 
nine acres in the Piedmont hills 
on Mountain Avenue. In 1897 
they hired Frederic D, Voorhess 
to design their Piedmont home, 
a magnificent three-story house 
built in the middle of their prop-
erty, which they named Casa 
Montana. 

In 1914, Piedmont –now an 
incorporated city – imposed a 
new property tax based on the 
size of the property. The Sharons’ 
taxes increased dramatically, and 
in 1915 they subdivided their land 
into a development they called 
Sharon Terrace. It had 20 lots 
with frontages on Mountain, Sha-

ron, Dormidera, and Pacific Ave-
nues, and some family members 
built homes on them. The drive-
way to Casa Montana became 
Sharon Avenue, and the address 
for Casa Montana was changed 
from 263 Mountain to 37 Sharon 
Avenue.

Sharon died in 1926, but Casa 
Montana continued as a family 
home with seven family members 
and two servants living there. Lil-
lian lived in it until 1934 when 
she moved to Oakland.

Developer George Windsor 
purchased the remaining land 
and built his own home at 11 Sha-
ron and the house at 7 Sharon on 
spec. He later also built homes at 
40 and 44 Sharon, but in 1936 he 
demolished Casa Montana. The 
mansion was replaced by three 
homes at 27, 33, and 37 Sharon. 
Today, only three Sharon family 
members’ houses remain on the 
former Casa Montana property, 
235 Mountain built in 1908, 56 
Sharon built in 1921, and 52 Sha-
ron built in 1922. 

The walkers took a side trip 
on Sharon Court. They noted 
that the exterior 235 Mountain 
has been updated, and two beau-
tiful red gum eucalyptus trees 
are in bloom in the front yard. 
The walkers went up to Pacific, 
Scenic, and Alta Avenues, with 
opportunities to enjoy clear views 
of Oakland, the Bay, and San 
Francisco. A steep 210-foot set of 
stairs at 630 Blair got the group 
back to Pacific, Mountain, High-
land, and the Exedra.

The Walking on Wednesdays 
group meets every Wednesday at 
the Exedra (Highland & Magno-
lia Avenues) at 10:30 a.m. Every-
one is invited to join and there is 
no charge. New walkers and their 
friendly K-9 best friends are wel-
come. Register at https://tinyurl.
com/3ethkehu.

By Matt Simons

As part of its 20th-anniversary 
celebration, George Mark Chil-
dren’s House had its first-ever 
Hummingbird Awards ceremony 
to honor individuals who have 
significantly advanced its mission 
of caring for seriously ill children 
and their families. 

“The Hummingbird Awards 
were established to recognize 
and express our deep gratitude 
to individuals and organizations 
that have played an outstanding 
role in furthering the mission of 
George Mark Children’s House,” 
read a press release from the 
event. “Hummingbirds hold a 
special place in the hearts of our 
community. They are symbols of 
healing, comfort and hope, espe-
cially when patients, families, 
and staff need the support most.” 

The George Mark Children’s 
House is a nonprofit pediatric 
hospice in San Leandro that 
offers comprehensive pediatric 
medical care to children with 
serious medical conditions. When 
it opened in 2004, the house was 

First-ever Hummingbird Awards presented 
at George Mark Children’s House

A row of Hummingbird Awards, cast by local metalworkers at 
ArtWorks Foundry in Berkeley.

A framed commendation was 
presented to George Mark 
Children’s House by the Alameda 
County Board of Supervisors in 
recognition of its two decades 
of service to patients and their 
families.

the only independent site in the 
country to provide both medical 
child care and end-of-life man-
agement for children, according 
to the New York Times. Since 
then, GMCH has inspired oth-
ers to follow this type of model 
in palliative healthcare models 
across the United States.

The Hummingbird Awards 
were presented by George Mark 
founder Kathy Hull and George 
Mark CEO Shekinah Eliassen 
during a rededication ceremony 
on Hummingbird Hill, the tran-
quil and welcoming gardens at 
George Mark Children’s House 
named for the presence of hum-
mingbirds on the grounds. This 
serene setting provided an apt 
backdrop for honoring the indi-
viduals and organizations who 
have made an impact on GMCH’s 
mission. Alameda County Dis-
trict 3 Supervisor Lena Tam pre-
sented a proclamation honoring 
George Mark for its 20 years of 
dedicated service to children and 
their families and saluted the 
2024 recipients of the Humming-
bird Award. 

AWARD WINNERS
Pixar Animation Studios 

Through their ongoing com-
mitment and robust volunteer 
engagement, Pixar Animation 
Studios exemplifies corporate 
citizenship at its finest, making a 

meaningful difference in the lives 
of George Mark patients and their 
families. Alyssa Wallace, Man-
ager of Corporate Social Respon-
sibility at Pixar Animation Stu-
dios, accepted the award on the 
studio’s behalf. 

Wilma Chan, Alameda County 
Board of Supervisors 

The late Supervisor Wilma 
Chan, Alameda County Board of 
Supervisors, a distinguished advo-
cate and early champion of George 
Mark Children’s House, played a 
pivotal role in the organization’s 
foundational years. Chan’s former 
Chief of Staff Rachel Richman 
accepted the award on her behalf. 
Wilma Chan passed away on 
November 3, 2021, after she was 
struck by a vehicle while walk-
ing her dog near the intersection 
of Shore Line Drive and Grand 
Street in Alameda.

Bob Pauley & Jerome Ranft, 
Pixar Animation Studios Artists 

These distinguished ar t-
ists (Toy Story, Finding Nemo, 
Cars) have contributed their 
time, sketches, illustrations and 
maquettes of hummingbirds to 
George Mark Children’s House 
pro bono. 

Cody Lyon, Pixar Animation 
Studio Artist 

Known for his work on films 
like Elemental and Coco, Lyon 
is a familiar presence at George 
Mark events where he creates 
animated versions of families as 
part of memory-building activ-
ities. He has also designed and 
created a stunning mural in the 
GMCH Art Room as a poignant 
tribute to a bereaved family. 

Kambiz Mehrafshani, 
Artworks Foundry 

Mehrafshani has been instru-
mental in producing the exqui-
site Pixar-designed bronze stat-
ues presented as awards for the 
Hummingbird Awards, further 
enhancing the legacy of compas-
sion and artistry at GMCH. 

Serpico Landscaping 
For over 15 years, Serpico 

Landscaping has generously pro-
vided pro bono landscaping ser-
vices, ensuring the gardens and 
Hummingbird Hill are meticu-
lously maintained. 

George Mark Children’s House 
is located at 2121 George Mark Ln 
in San Leandro. To donate, vol-
unteer or refer a family for care, 
please visit their website at www.
georgemark.org.

George Mark House founder Kathy Hull (left), Alameda County 
Supervisor Lena Tam and George Mark House CEO Shekinah Eliassen

Post your ad in the

nancy@cmc-ads.com
Call (510) 626-2468 

https://tinyurl.com/3ethkehu
https://tinyurl.com/3ethkehu
http://www.georgemark.org
http://www.georgemark.org
mailto:nancy@cmc-ads.com

	Piedmont Post - 08-14-24 Hummingbird Awards.pdf
	Pages from Piedmont Post - 08-21-24 Hummingbird Awards pt. 2.pdf

