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SPECIAL ISSUE ON OUR TEMPLE HILLS PUBLIC PATHWAYS

The Lack of City Support for Temple Hills
Through history, Temple Hills has come together to defend and maintain its identity and uniqueness. Home-

steader Joe Thurston, who farmed above Park Avenue, set forth tract maps beginning in 1921 on the hill 
through which passed Temple Hills Drive, but he also placed public walkways to facilitate movement through the 
hillside. He included a park in his plan, but the City Council abandoned that many years ago, leaving our area 
without a park, and now the Council has opened up the possibility of abandoning the walkways, more commonly 
known as pathways. Most of them were used over the years, some of them still used as a means of more safely 
moving through the hill. 
 Since 1974 and 1975, our community worked on undergrounding utilities throughout the hill. At that time, 
we paid for a feasibility study that showed that utilities could be placed underground for roughly $1800 for some 
750 homes, but the City Council refused to release the results of that study, and ten years later after replicating 
the earlier effort, the cost of $9,000 to $12,000 was approved for half those homes. And a decade later the cost 
was up to $40,000 per home. All that effort left only a few dozen homes in upper Temple Hills and the homes 
below on Thalia. The Council has ignored our persistent efforts to finish this task. 
 Since 1975, we have sought to improve safety on Temple Hills Drive with little success. We have lowered 
speed limits, yet as we exit from side streets, we still confront fast-moving cars on the hill. Our 1975 planning 
called for a walkway down Temple Hills, and several years ago a sidewalk was approved, but it has not yet been 
implemented.
 Recently a large group of us showed up for an agenda item focused on pathway abandonment. We had care-
fully prepared our presentations, waiting until midnight to express our concerns. Our hours of careful planning 
were met by the Council restricting public input from three to one minute. A City notice had circulated indicating 
there would be discussion but no action, yet the Council delegated to the Planning Commission that abandonment 
was its preferred choice.

Temple Hills letter presented July 9 to the Laguna 
Beach City Council
I write on behalf of the Temple Hills Community Association and its board to express surprise that at its upcom-

ing meeting, the City Council will consider abandonment of the historic public pathways that have served our 
community the past century. We urge that any discussion reaffirm the necessity, indeed the upgrading of our 
pathways network.
 I have walked all the pathways, not only in Temple Hills but also in North and South Laguna. I understand 
their importance to our neighborhoods and Laguna Beach.
 During the 1920s, Joe Thurston, a homesteader who helped shape Laguna Beach, farmed on the Temple 
hillside above Park Avenue, but he also was instrumental in the Temple Hills tract maps of 1921 and 1927 that 
have served the community over the years. These are legally established public lots, and they have been protected 
by the City in the face of homeowner remodeling and expansion of homes. 
 In 1974 and 1975, more than a hundred community residents participated in putting together a Temple 
Hills Specific Plan. The plan was submitted to numerous City Councils, its implementation largely accomplished 
by specific projects (e.g., parking, undergrounding, street lighting, traffic control and others). Community sup-
port for this plan, based on a scientific survey, ranged from 85 to 90 plus percent. The plan included ten maps, 
including one focused on pathways, that until today continue to serve the community.
 The pathways map emphasizes safety and possibility for people to move in public-owned open space. One 
problem is evacuation in case of an earthquake or fire emergency. Another is access through the hillside rather 
than on Temple Hills Drive, an exceedingly dangerous road due to fast-moving traffic that not even a planned 

Our Position
1. The General Plan requires that any abandonment 
of City-controlled property be in the public interest.

2. The pathways have been actively used over years and 
are still used whenever access is available.

3. To abandon will be in violation of multiple General 
Plan policies, especially Open Space policy 6-G:

 “Discourage the abandonment of dedicated but 
unimproved street right-of-way, public easements, or 
other reservations secured by the City unless such ac-
tion is in the public interest. The City shall not abandon 
a street, right-of-way, easement, or other reservation 
if it adversely impacts public access to beaches and 
trails.”

4. The private improvements that block access to the 
pathways have been done either illegally or with ap-
proved revocable encroachment permits that require 
the removal of improvements if the City requires.

5. Abandonment now will prevent future possibilities 
and innovations that would benefit the neighborhood.

6. As indicated in the tract maps and lot lines repre-
sented in the RPR’s, the land dedicated in the tract map 
for pathways is not created by easements over private 
property but part of the roadway system, completely 
separate from the individual private parcels. 

7. This tract is characterized by streets that are overly 
long and narrow and has been designated in the Safety 
Element of the General Plan as having “impaired road 
access.”

8. Unlike in the past, pathways such as the ones under 
discussion can be designated as trails and so are not 
required to meet ADA standards, and pose very limited, 
if any, liability.

— Prepared by Becky Jones, Approved by the THCA 
Board and Steering Committee, October 1, 2019
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Temple Hills Pathway Network
Prepared by David Raber, Chair of the Temple Hills Pathway Task Force

Presented to Laguna Beach by Temple Hills Community Association in 2019 Background:

1. The original Temple Hills Subdivision plan provided an intelligent solution to the needs of pedestrian circula-
tion and public recreation, given the unique topography of the Temple Hills Subdivision.  (See Walkway Summary 
Map, Appendix A.)

2. The immediate service area of this Subdivision Plan is approximately 262 homes, with an additional 160 homes 
within 500 feet plus the remaining homes on the included side streets. This is estimated to be approximately 925 
people, or around 4% of the city population. (Taken from a count of Assessors Maps in Appendix A.)

3. The topography of the service area creates a unique challenge for pedestrians in the community. Taking the 
four longest street-to street distances in each of Laguna Beach’s communities, the average of the four longest 
street-to-street distances in Temple Hills is twice the average of the same measurement across all communities.  
Details of this measurement are in the Distance Spreadsheet, Appendix B.

4. Due to the importance of the entire network of Walkways, the City and the community have worked together 
over the years, exploring how the network of dedicated Walkways can be effective to accomplish City priorities. 
(See one-page Walkway History Summary, Appendix C.)

5. Temple Hills Subdivision Maps were approved and recorded in the 1920’s, along with dedications of the 
public features identified on the Maps, including the roads and Walkways, as required by the California Subdivi-
sion Map Act.  

6. Resolution 709 adopted 23 May 1945 lists the Right of Way known as “Walk” in Tract 776 as the subject of 
this resolution. By unanimous action, the City Council declared that “such public ways are hereby accepted as 
such [as] public ways.”

7. The Walkways were actively used throughout history, as testified by:

 a. First-person statements dating back from the 1950’s to present

 b. Aerial view of Walkway Network from the 1950’s 

 c. Specific language in City Council Resolution 709 dated 5/23/1945

Relevant General Plan Elements:
•	 Encourages	the	use	of	unimproved	rights-of-ways	

for walking (Land Use 8.1.4), 
•	 Calls	for	maintaining	a	pedestrian-oriented	com-

munity (Land Use 8.2), 
•	 Mandates	 identifying	 and	 providing	 additional	

opportunities for pedestrian linkages in neighbor-
hoods (Land Use 8.3.1),

•	 Calls	for	establishing	neighborhood-specific	emer-
gency plans that address emergency ingress and 
egress. (Land Use 9.3.1)

•	 Calls	 for	 investigating	 methods	 of	 creating	 new	
pedestrian pathways (Land Use 9.5.1), 

•	 Specifically covering trails, discourages the 
abandonment of dedicated, unimproved public 
easements, or other reservations secured by the 
City, unless such action is in the public interest 
(Open Space Policy 6E)

Conclusion:
•	 The	network	of	pathways	serves	a	significant	area	

of Laguna Beach. 
•	 The	 topography	 of	 this	 area	 presents	 unique	

challenges to pedestrian circulation due to the 
extremely long, narrow streets.

•	 The	original	 solution	consisting	of	a	network	of	
walkways and space for a park, as laid out in the 
approved and recorded subdivision plan, is based 
on sound urban planning. 

•	 The	original	solution	was	actively	used	by	the	public	
until portions of them were commandeered for 
private use and without public consent. 

•	 The	 City’s	 General	 Plan	 clearly	 supports	 pedes-
trian linkages in areas outside of traditional street 
right-of-ways, and discourages abandonment of 
opportunities to expand pedestrian walkways. >

Appendix A: Walkway Summary Map
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Appendix B: Walking Distance, Street to Street, 
Same Neighborhood (Average of top 4 distances, 
in miles, are shown for each neighborhood. City 
Average, top 4 from each neighborhood: 0.44)
 North Laguna 0.20  Mystic Hills 0.53  Top of World  
0.28  Temple Hills 0.90

Appendix C: Summary of Key Milestones for 
the Temple Hills Pathways Project 1921 & 1927
 Joe Thurston established the original City Tract 
maps. Five-foot public walkways and streets were 
an integral part of this layout. These five-foot public 
walkways between designated lots were intended to link 
the various side streets to each other and to the town 
below. The concept of public walkways perpendicular 
to the streets was at the time an innovative approach to 
connecting the residents to the community. Cities like 
San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, Sausalito and closer 
to home, Los Angeles, have all implemented pathway 
approaches.

1940s, 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s to Present
Walkways (pathways) used by children as routes to 
walk to and from the high school and by others to get 
up and down the hill. We presently have identified some 
residents who used those pathways to go to school 
during the 1970s and 1980s.

1990s
The City sponsored a study entitled “Safety Element” 
aimed at assessing the adequacy of safe access and 
evacuation in emergency situations. The study identi-
fied the Temple Hills area as one of the neighborhoods 
with limited and impacted access.

1998
TCHA became engaged in the Pathways project, with 
the stated objective “to implement and make the walk-
ways identified by the City’s fathers accessible to and 
usable by the Temple Hills community.” Over the years, 
community residents contributed to keep this project 
alive. Thereafter, half a dozen reports on Temple Hills 
Pathways appear in the Temple Hills Community As-
sociation Newsletter.

2000 to 2004
THCA Pathways Committee, including Caroline Wright 
and Dorothea Yellott, worked with the City Open Space 
Committee and with neighbors to keep pathways 
open. Carol Olson led a large group of neighbors and 
coordinated with the City in the implementation of the 
concrete walkway from the sharp turn on Temple Hills 
Drive to Thalia (Temple Terrace).

2004
The Open Space Committee recommended to the 
City Council to give due consideration to funding and 
implementing the Temple Hills Pathways Project (see 

Recommendation:
The City should focus on improving each neighborhood 
by focusing on pedestrian circulation and public ac-
cess to open space. A mass, systematic abandonment 
of actively used public benefits is contrary to that goal.

letter on page 1). City committee members Don Black, 
Bob Borthwick, Robert House, and Jinger Wallace all 
visited the pathways and provided input and planning 
ideas. Staff Planner Scott Drapkin coordinated with 
the committee.
 A Cal Poly professor and graduate students (Eileen 
Moskow and Linette Stevens) studied the pathways as 
an urban example of community planning.

2005
The Pathways Project is placed on the agenda for 

a joint meeting of the Open Space Committee and 
the City Council. The Bluebird mudslide occurred 
and all attention and funding was diverted to this 
disaster. The Pathways Project was put on a tem-
porary HOLD.

2010
Pathways Committee expanded and a renewed effort 
was made to get the Temple Hills Pathways funded 
and implemented. THCA Newsletter story “Pathways 
Project: Alive and Well” appears in Winter 2011 issue.

sidewalk will resolve, partly because it is planned on 
the south side of the road opposite the large number of 
residents who have access to the historical pathways., 
 We moved to Laguna Beach in 1972. Our boys and 
many of their schoolmates used the pathways as a means 
to safely walk to Thurston Middle School and Laguna 
Beach High School. We would not permit them to walk 
on Temple Hills Drive due to fast-moving auto traffic 
and dangerous conditions, still a major problem today. 
 Two years ago, the National Park Service designated 
Laguna Beach and its Greenbelt as a Historic American 

Temple Hills letter, continued from page one.

Landscape (HALS –CA123). Our pathways were estab-
lished with the intent of allowing residents to be able to 
move through our hillside. Elsewhere they continue to 
function in and enhance places like Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, Berkeley, and Sausalito. The documentation 
supporting this designation is permanently deposited 
in the U.S. Library of Congress. Abandonment of the 
Temple Hills pathways is not in keeping with the envi-
ronmental goals and policies of Laguna Beach, which 
were recognized by HALS.
— Ron Chilcote, Coordinator of THCA, July 7, 2019
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Questions and Answers and Walkway System.  This is a significant area 
with the same needs for pedestrian circulation 
and public open space as originally designed 
when the community was first laid out. 
Q:  What does the community organization want 
at this time?
A:  The Temple Hills Community Association is 
asking our City Council to work with the com-
munity to find a good solution for improving 
pedestrian circulation and public open space 
in the Temple Hills Neighborhood. We urge City 
Council not to abandon any land or walkways in 
Temple Hills. Furthermore, we are asking that 
the City Council develop a plan for providing 
solutions for pedestrian circulation and public 
open space in the neighborhood.
Q:   Who owns historic pathways?
A:  The pathways have been officially dedicated 
for public use. This is recorded with the County, 
just like the streets and our individual lot defini-
tions have. No one else has rights to the right-
of-ways. Just like the streets, the City would 
need to pass a resolution to officially accept 
the dedications, then, of course, improve them. 
There is no statute of limitation on acceptance 
unless they are explicitly abandoned — as some 
people are calling for.
Q:  What about some of the homes that are close to 
the pathways?
A: The City has always required the minimum 

6-foot setback on both sides of the pathways. In 
the past, some property owners have appealed 
to DRB to reduce the setback in specific cases. 
In each case where these setback modifications 
were allowed, the property owner specifically 
signed off on keeping the Public Pathway as a 
condition for granting their building project a 
closer approach to the pathway. 
Q:  Whatever happened to the Temple Hills Park that 
was originally in the subdivision plan and recorded 
in the official dedication document? (The land that 
runs from the top of Thaila through to Coast View Dr.)
A:  The City neglected to continue their legal 
interest in the Temple Hills Park. As recorded in 
a previous application for abandonment, in 1948 
a subdivider purchased land from the City that 
included the Temple Hills Park. The subdivider 
later sold the “Park” parcel for a home building 
site. So, this land is forever gone as a public open 
space. The need still exists, so we advocate find-
ing other land in the neighborhood for a park.

Q: Were the pathways ever identified as pathways 
in the original legal tract filings?
A: Yes, clearly and explicitly. The original 
dedication document clearly identified the 5’ 
walkway as “5’ Walk.”
Q:  Did the pathway neighbors know about the 
walkways when they bought their property?
A: In all cases, the property files and reports are 
replete with specific references to the walkways.
Q:  Some homes are close to the walkways. How did 
that happen?
A:  In all cases where construction approached 
the walkways, the DRB action shows that 
walkway access was to remain. In one case the 
property owner requested, and obtained, a 
zero setback from the walkway in exchange for 
keeping the walkway open.  That neighbor has 
kept their commitment – “Exist. Public Access 
to Remain” – Signed and dated by the owner.
Q:  Why are the walkways and a park needed?
A:  It was good city planning when the original 
subdivision was set forth and approved, and the 
need still exists today. The dead-end streets in 
this area are unusually long, even by Laguna 
Beach standards. Temple Hills Drive is too nar-
row, fast, and unsafe to accommodate pedestri-
ans. Just under 5% of the City’s residences are in 
the immediate service area of the Original Park 

 How can I help? 
 Let City Council know how important this is to 
all of us.
Steve Dicterow  .......... sdicterow1121@yahoo.com
Toni Iseman ............................tiseman2@aol.com
Robert Whalen ............... bobwhalen1@gmail.com
Sue Kempf  ...............skempf@lagunabeachcity.net
Peter Blake ................pblake@lagunabeachcity.net

You are Invited to 

our Annual Meeting 

and Social.

Saturday, December 7

4 to 6 p.m.

Wine, Refreshments,

Appetizers


