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After 40 years |

Peter Douglas pra|Sed by enwrdnmentahsts
scorned by coastal property owners
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; T : T ; Fieter Douglas, exec-
< "utive director of the
i California Coastal
' Commission, is seen
_ in March 2005 at
in his office in San
Francisco. Douglas,
who has worked 40
years to keep one

of the world’s most
“beautiful coastlines
_largely undevel-
oped, announced
his retirement on
- Wednesday.

Y

lung cancer, said he is step-
ping down in November for
health reasons and will take
an immediate medical leave
until that time. He made the
announcement at a Watson-
ville meeting of the Coastal
Commission, which oversees
land-use policies along Cali-
fornia’s 1,100-mile coastline.
“My vision has always been

/' WATSONVILLE — Peter
%/ Douglas, who for four decades
wielded unrivaled influence
over arguably the most pic-
turesque stretch of land and
sea anywhere, announced
Wednesday he is retiring as
head of the California Coastal
Commission.

Douglas, who has battled
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that this agency will continue to carry
out the public trust in a resolute, effec-
tive, strong way to protect the coast for

° future generations, and to maximize

¥

opportunities for the public to use and
enjoy their coast,” Douglas said in a

lengthy statement accompanying the -

announcement.

Douglas, who could be a fierce oppo-
nent of development, was not available
for comment at the commission’s Wednes-
day meeting, and declined requests for
interviews. He did not return a call for
comment.

As the commission’s top staffer, Doug-
las never wavered from a crusade to pre-
serve and expand public access to the
coast nor shrank from his many critics.
But Douglas’ activism on coastal issues
goes back before he was made executive
director in 1985.

Douglas was a co-author of Proposition
20, which created the commission in 1972.
As a consultant to a legislative commit-
tee, he co-drafted the 1976 Coastal Act,
a document that carries almost biblical
importance among environmentalists.

“There’s no question that Peter Doug-
las has been the heart and soul of Califor-
nia’s coastal protection program for the
last 40 years, but the legacy that he’s left
is a very strong program, dedicated staff,
(and) an activated public,” said Ann Not-
thoff, California advocacy director for the
Natural Resources Defense Council.

“If there’s a face of coastal conserva-
tion and preservation, it’s Peter Doug
las,” said Mark Stone, the commission’s
vice chair and a Santa Cruz County
supervisor.

No stranger to controversy, Douglas
survived numerous attempts by gover-
nors and the Legislature to remove him.
He was a frequent critic of cuts to com-
mission funding, and a fierce defender of
the commission’s independence. He was
not afraid to mix it up.

“I've worked under seven governors,
and every one of them has disliked the
Coastal Commission because they can’t
control us,” Douglas said at a Sacramento
conference on the Coastal Commission
held this summer.

Assembly speakers all try to roll Peter
Douglas; and they weren’t successful,”
said former Assemblyman Rusty Areias,
who once chaired the Coastal Commis-
sion, at the same conference.

Over the years, the commission has
tangled with everyone from Hollywood
celebrities to San Francisco’s exclu-
sive Olympic Club, forcing the latter
to open up membership to women and
minorities. It has played a key role in
shaping the local landscape as well,
including today’s anticipated decision
on the proposed beachfront La Bahia
Hotel.

Born in Germany during World War I1,
Douglas, who is Jewish, immigrated with
his family to the U.S. via Mexico in the
early 1950s. He earned his undergraduate
and law degrees from UGlA, and over the
years has collected numerous environ-
mental awards.

Former Assemblyman Fred Keeley,
now Santa Cruz County’s treasurer,
called Douglas one of the 100 most
important Californians in state h1s
tory.

“The California Coastal Act had a more
profound land use effect on 1,100 miles
of coastal California than any other land
use act in the state,” Keeley said. “It has
done more to enhance and preserve the
dry side of the coast than anything in the
history of the state.”

State Secretary for Natural Resources
John Laird, who said he was notified pri-
vately a few days ago that Douglas would
step aside, said Douglas was “totally fear-
less” in defending the coast.

“There are a very small list of people
that you can credibly say changed the
face of California,” Laird said. “He’s one
of those people.”

But there have long been bitter resent-
ments toward the commission and Doug-
las in particular, especially when private
property rights conflicted with public
access to the coast.

The commission is a frequent litiga-
tor in court, and property rights advo-
cates say the commission has cost coast-
al homeowners millions when trying to
refurbish their homes, often extracting
easements or other public passages as
conditions of approval.

“It is kind of frustrating from our
perspective the kind of praise he’s get-

_ting,” said Paul Beard, a principal attor-

“TI've seen governors dnd senators and iney with the Pacific Legal Foundatig.

“The idea that this guy’s some kind of
hero is foreign to us and the thousands
of property owners that happen to live
in the coastal zone. ... One would hope in
this change in leadership, we replace a
zealot with someone who’s a little more
pragmatic.”

Areias concurred that the Coastal Com-
mission can deploy a heavy hand.

“It’s crazy what some of these people
have to go through,” Areias said in June.
“People love their Coastal Commission
... as long as they don’t have to go before
it

Senior Deputy Charles Lester has
served in Douglas’ role during health-
related absences, and is considered acan- .
didate to replace Douglas. The executive
director serves at the pleasure of the com-
mission, which is expected to discuss a
succession plan at its September meet-
ing.

Douglas has said he is proud of how the
commission invites public participation
in decision-making, and has warned of
the dangers of having a public that is not
engaged on coastal issues.

“I think the biggest threat to coastal

* protection is ignorance and apathy,” he

said recently.

Nothoff agreed, saying she thought
new generations of Californians might
take California’s coastline, much of it
preserved from development and serv-
ing as an international draw for tourists
and nature-lovers, for granted.

“That’s what they’ve grown up with.
They haven’t seen it threatened the way
that they did back in the *70s, from the
closed-gate communities and the sprawl
on the coast,” Notthoff said.

In his retirement statement, Douglas
urged people to keep up the fight.-

“I think the California coast is one of
the greatest repositories of untold sto-
ries. People have to understand, it’s like
all relationships. You can’t take our
relationship with the coast for granted,
because it took a lot of sweat, blood and
tears to preserve it so we have what we
have today,” Douglas said.

He continued: “These things didn’t just
happen. The coast is what it is because
a lot of people worked really hard and
sacrificed to protect it. And if we want it
to be there for our children, we have to
keep fighting to protect it. In that way,
the coast is never saved, 1t’s always being
saved.”



