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The Hazards and Safety chapter describes environmental and material 
hazards in the Town of Los Gatos, including emergency preparedness and 
response.  It summarizes applicable federal, State, and local regulations 
that manage hazards and hazardous materials.  The discussion focuses 
on hazards most relevant to Los Gatos, including earthquake, flood, fire, 
noise, hazardous materials, and aviation hazards. 
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Key Terms 

100-Year Flood Event.  A flood event that would occur on average every 
100 years, or that has a one percent chance of occurring in any given year.   

500-Year Flood Event.  A flood event that would occur on average every 
500 years, or that has a 0.2 percent chance of occurring in any given year. 

A-Weighted Sound Level (dBa).  The sound pressure level in decibels as 
measured on a sound level meter using the A-weighting filter network.  
The A-weighting filter de-emphasizes the very low- and very high-
frequency components of the sound in a manner similar to the frequency 
response of the human ear and correlates well with subjective reactions to 
noise. 

Fault.  A fault is a fracture in the crust of the earth along which rocks on 
one side have moved relative to those on the other side.  Most faults are 
the result of repeated displacements over a long period of time.  A fault 
trace is the line of the earth’s surface defining the fault.  An active fault is 
one that has ruptured in the past 11,000 years.   

Aircraft Accident.  An occurrence in which a person (occupant or non-
occupant) receives fatal or serious injury or an aircraft receives 
substantial damage.   

Airport Area of Influence.  An area defined for each airport that 
encompasses all areas within the boundaries of the 60 dB CNEL aircraft 
noise contour and the approach and transitional surfaces at altitudes of 
500 feet or less above the relevant airport elevations.   

Airport Land Use Commission (ALUC).  A commission authorized under 
the provisions of California Public Utilities Code, Section 21670 et seq., for 
the purposes of promoting compatibility between airports and the land 
uses surrounding them and are established, with limited exceptions, in 
each county where a public-use airport is located.   

Airport.  An area used for the landing and takeoff of aircraft.   

Ambient Noise Level.  The composite of noise from all sources; the 
normal or existing level of environmental noise at a given location. 

Community Noise Equivalent Levels (CNEL).  The average A-weighted 
noise level during a 24-hour day, obtained after addition of five decibels to 
noise levels occurring in the evening from 7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. and the 
addition of 10 decibels to sound levels measured in the night between 
10:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m. 

Day/Night Noise Level, Ldn or DNL.  The average A-weighted noise level 
during a 24-hour day, obtained after addition of 10 decibels to levels 
measured in the night between 10:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m.   

Decibel (dB).  A decibel is a physical unit commonly used to describe 
noise.  It is a unit for describing the amplitude of sound as heard by the 
human ear. 

Earthquake Fault Zone.  Earthquake fault zones are established areas 
around active faults where there is a complex system of primary and 
secondary faults.  Because most faults are not a single, clean fracture in 
the crust, fault zones describe the area at risk of seismic activity beyond 
the fault itself.   

Equivalent Noise Level (Leq).  The average A-weighted noise level during 
the measurement period. 

Expansive Soils.  Soils that greatly increase in volume when they absorb 
water and shrink when they dry out.   

Fire Hazard Severity Zone.  California law requires California Department 
of Forestry and Fire Prevention (CAL FIRE) to identify areas based on the 
severity of fire hazard that is expected to prevail there.  These areas, or 
“zones,” are based on factors such as fuel (material that can burn), slope, 
and weather.  There are three zones, based on increasing fire hazard–
medium, high, and very high. 

Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM).  The FIRM is the basis for floodplain 
management, mitigation, and insurance activities of the National Flood 
Insurance Program (NFIP).  Uses of the FIRM for insurance activities 
include enforcement of the mandatory purchase requirement of the 1973 
Act.  The risk zones shown on the FIRMs are the basis for the 
establishment of premium rates for flood coverage offered through the 
NFIP.  At present FIRMs have been published for virtually all communities 
in the nation having flood risks. 
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Frequency (Hz).  The number of complete pressure fluctuations per 
second above and below atmospheric pressure.  Normal human hearing 
is between 20 Hz and 20,000 Hz.  Infrasonics sound are below 20 Hz and 
ultrasonic sounds are above 20,000 Hz. 

Hazardous Substances.  Any biological agent and other disease-causing 
agent which, after release into the environment and upon exposure, 
ingestion, inhalation, or assimilation into any person, will or may 
reasonably be anticipated to cause death, disease, behavioral 
abnormalities, cancer, genetic mutation, physiological malfunctions, or 
physiological deformations in such persons or their offspring.   

Hazardous Waste.  Hazardous wastes, although included in the definition 
of hazardous materials and hazardous substances, are regulated 
separately under the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA).  A 
waste is legally considered hazardous if it is classified as ignitable, 
corrosive, reactive, or toxic.  Title 22, Section 66261.24 of the California 
Code of Regulations (CCR) (i.e., 22 CCR 66261.24) defines characteristics 
of toxicity.   

Intrusive.  Noise that intrudes over and above the existing ambient noise 
at a given location.  The relative intrusiveness of a sound depends upon its 
amplitude, duration, frequency, time of occurrence, and tonal or 
informational content.   

L01, L10, L50, and L90.  The A-weighted noise levels that are exceeded 1, 
10, 50, and 90 percent of the time during the measurement period. 

Level of Protection.  The degree of protection that a drainage or flood 
control measure provides, typically expressed as the largest frequency 
flow event that can occur without flooding.   

Lmax, Lmin.  The maximum and minimum A-weighted noise level during 
the measurement period. 

Liquefaction.  Liquefaction occurs when soil grains consolidate during 
groundshaking, pushing water towards the surface and causing a loss of 
strength in the soil.  The soil surface may sink or spread laterally.  The 
three items necessary for liquefaction to occur include: a high-water table; 
layers of loose sand; and moderate or greater earthquake groundshaking. 

Regulatory Floodplain.  The area designated by Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) that would be inundated by the 100-year 
flood event.  It also refers to the floodplain area as determined by a State 
or local agency as their floodplain management area.   

Return Period.  The statistical estimate of number of years likely between 
occurrences of a flood event of equal or greater magnitude.   

Soil Erosion.  The removal of soil by water or wind.   

Sound Pressure Level.  The sound force per unit area, usually expressed 
in micro Pascals (or 20 micro Newtons per square meter), where one 
Pascal is the pressure resulting from a force of one Newton exerted over 
an area of one square meter.  Sound pressure level is expressed in 
decibels as 20 times the logarithm to the base 10 of the ratio between the 
pressures exerted by the sound to a reference sound pressure (e.g., 20 
micro Pascals).  Sound pressure level is the quantity that is directly 
measured by a sound level meter.   

Subsidence.  Subsidence occurs at depths below the surface when 
subsurface pressure is reduced by the withdrawal of fluids (e.g.  
groundwater, natural gas, or oil) resulting in sinking of the ground. 

Surface Rupture.  Surface rupture occurs when movement on a fault 
breaks through to the surface.  Not all earthquakes result in surface 
rupture.  Surface rupture almost always follows preexisting faults, which 
are zones of weakness. 

Type 1 Engine.  Fire protection vehicle primarily used in urban settings. 

Type 3 Engine.  Fire protection vehicle used primarily to fight in wildland 
fires. 

Wildland.  Land in an uncultivated natural state that is covered by trees, 
brush, weeds, or grass. 

Wildland/Urban Interface.  Area where the wildland meets urbanized 
development. 
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8.1 Emergency Preparedness, Response,  
Recovery, and Mitigation 

All municipal governments prepare, at some level, for unexpected 
disasters.  This section describes methods with which the Town prepares 
for, responds to, and plans to recover from such unexpected public risk 
incidents.   

Major Findings 

▪ In 2016, the Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard 
Mitigation Plan (OAHMP) replaced the Bay Area Multi-
Jurisdictional-Local Hazard Mitigation Plan as a federally-
recognized regional hazard plan.  The plan describes Countywide 
risk assessment, mitigation measures, funding, and plan 
implementation actions, that cover Los Gatos. 

▪ Los Gatos participates in volunteer emergency response training 
programs and has volunteer coordination plans in place.   

Existing Conditions 

Santa Clara Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan 

This hazard mitigation plan outlines existing conditions related to natural 
hazards and establishes measures for mitigating the related risks.  Hazard 
mitigation plans are reviewed and approved by FEMA and must be 
updated every five years.  A community must have a current, adopted 
hazard mitigation plan in place to receive critical federal funding when 
disasters occur.  Both the hazard mitigation plan and the associated 
funding are focused on preventing and mitigating disasters, and not on 
response and recovery.   

The Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan (HMP) 
includes the county and its 15 municipalities, plus the Santa Clara County 
Fire Department.  Volume 2, Chapter 7 covers the Town of Los Gatos 
including a community profile, capability assessment, hazard risks, 
vulnerabilities, and mitigation actions for the Town to implement.  The 
HMP was adopted on April 28, 2017.   

Hazards addressed in the HMP in order of priority are:  

▪ Earthquakes; 
▪ Wildfire; 
▪ Severe weather; 
▪ Landslide; 
▪ Flood; 
▪ Dam and levee failure; and 
▪ Drought.  

The HMP identifies 22 mitigation actions for the Town, covering seven 
mitigation types:  

▪ Prevention; 
▪ Property protection; 
▪ Public education and awareness; 
▪ Natural resource protection; 
▪ Emergency services; 
▪ Structural projects; and 
▪ Climate resilience. 

The HMP also includes a map of critical facilities and infrastructure, 
funding options for implementing the mitigation actions, a cost/benefit 
analysis, and responsible lead agencies.   

Emergency Operations Plan 

The Town of Los Gatos adopted a comprehensive Emergency Operations 
Plan (EOP) in 2015.  The EOP identifies the existing hazards within the 
Town, provides guidance and education on effective and skillful 
emergency response techniques, and ensures the most effective 
allocation of resources for protection of people and property in time of an 
emergency.  The EOP covers the following topic areas:  

▪ Earthquakes;  
▪ Heat waves; 
▪ Wildfires;  
▪ Public health hazards;  
▪ Floods;  
▪ Hazardous materials;  
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▪ Dam failure; and 
▪ Terrorism/weapons of mass destruction.  

The EOP is intended to help the Town prevent disasters where and when 
possible; reduce the vulnerability of residents to any disasters that cannot 
be prevented; establish capabilities for protecting citizens from the effects 
of disasters; respond effectively to the actual occurrence of disasters; and 
provide for recovery in the aftermath of any emergency involving 
extensive damage.  In general, the EOP establishes emergency 
organization, assigns tasks, specifies policies and general procedures, and 
provides for coordination of planning efforts of the various emergency 
staff and service elements utilizing the Standardized Emergency 
Management System.   

The EOP identifies the Town’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) as the 
location from which centralized emergency management would be 
performed during a major emergency or disaster, including receiving and 
disseminating information, maintaining contact with other EOCs, and 
providing instructions to the public.  The EOC is located at the Police 
Operations Building on Los Gatos Boulevard.   

Community Emergency Response Team  

The Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) program is 
administered by FEMA.  The program involves an 18-hour training course 
that teaches volunteers to respond to natural disasters through hands-on 
training and exercises.  Training includes how to respond to hazards, 
organizing basic emergency response, promoting and improving 
community preparedness, and damage assessment.  The courses are 
conducted by the Los Gatos-Monte Sereno Police Department.   

Disaster Aid Response Team 

The Disaster Aid Response Team (DART) is another group of trained 
volunteers who specialize in search and rescue and disaster assistance.  
While CERT members are more generally trained in preparedness and 
response, DART provides more specialized skill sets such as medical 
intervention, water rescue and scuba diving, traffic control, and emergency 
radio communication.  DART is a regional team, aiding neighboring 
counties when needed through mutual aid agreements.   

DART is supervised by the Operations Services Division of the Los Gatos-
Monte Sereno Police Department and has access to Police Department 
equipment and additional specialized equipment purchased with 
community funding and donations.   

Emergency Volunteer Center 

The Los Gatos Emergency Volunteer Center (EVC) serves as the 
coordination center for volunteers in the event of a disaster.  Volunteers 
organize at the EVC for a skills assessment and assignments and use the 
center for centralized communications and organization of volunteers 
who are not previously affiliated with another disaster-related team or 
agency.  The County of Santa Clara has partnered with the 15 jurisdictions 
in the county to form a plan for managing such volunteers in the event of 
a disaster.   

Los Gatos Prepared 

The Town of Los Gatos website contains a webpage for residents and 
businesses with emergency preparedness information, resources, and 
events organized under “Los Gatos Prepared” (losgatos.gov/1283/Los-
Gatos-Prepared).  The webpage includes links to preparedness tips and 
checklists, suggested emergency planning actions including pet care, 
upcoming events related to disaster preparation and response, and other 
resources for better awareness and preparation.   

Local Emergency Response 

Los Gatos has several agencies responsible for responding to 
emergencies including the Los Gatos-Monte Sereno Police Department, 
Santa Clara County Fire Department, and Los Gatos Parks and Public 
Works Department.  These agencies have their own operations and 
emergency response procedures in addition to using the Town’s existing 
plans and documents for preparedness and response guidance.  Local 
school districts, public agencies, and non-governmental organizations 
may also contribute to the framework of disaster preparedness and 
response as appropriate.  See Chapter 5, Public Facilities, Services, and 
Infrastructure for additional information on local emergency response 
providers.   
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

National Emergencies Act (NEA).  Allows the President to declare a 
national emergency, which triggers emergency authorities contained in 
other federal statutes.  NEA does not contain any specific emergency 
authority on its own and relies on the emergency authorities in other 
statutes, such as the Public Health Service Act.  Former President Obama 
used the NEA to declare the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic, a national 
emergency.  A declaration under the NEA (or the Stafford Act) and a 
Section 318 public health emergency declaration are required before the 
Health and Human Services Secretary can exercise Social Security Act 
Section 1135 waiver authority.   

Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act 

(Stafford Act).  Authorizes the delivery of federal emergency technical, 
financial, logistical, and other assistance to states and localities.  A 
governor must first determine that an event overwhelms the state’s 
capacity to respond and request a presidential declaration under the 
Stafford Act before the president can declare all or a portion of a state a 
“major disaster” or “emergency” area.  FEMA coordinates administration of 
disaster relief resources and assistance to states.  The President can 
declare an emergency without first receiving a gubernatorial request if the 
emergency involves an area of federal primary responsibility, such as a 
federal building.  A Stafford Act declaration can be used to trigger other 
public health emergency response authorities as well. 

State  

California Emergency Services Act (CESA).  CESA establishes the 
requirements and authorities of the State in emergency response 
situations.  It established the State Office of Emergency Services and 
allows for State powers in the event of a disaster.  CESA also defines the 
degrees of emergency, effects of each type of emergency declaration, and 
provides provisions on response to oil spills, toxic disasters, floods 
(including inundation from dam failure), and nuclear power plant 
emergencies.   

California Disaster Assistance Act (CDAA).  The CDAA authorizes the 
Director of the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (Cal 
OES) to administer a disaster assistance program that provides financial 

assistance from the state for costs incurred by local governments as a 
result of a disaster event.  Funding for the repair, restoration, or 
replacement of public real property damaged or destroyed by a disaster is 
made available when the Director concurs with a local emergency 
proclamation requesting state disaster assistance.  The program also 
provides for the reimbursement of local government costs associated 
with certain emergency activities undertaken in response to a state of 
emergency proclaimed by the Governor.  In addition, the program may 
provide matching fund assistance for cost sharing required under federal 
public assistance programs in response to a Presidential Major Disaster 
or Emergency Declaration.   

California Disaster and Civil Defense Mutual Aid Agreement.  The 
mutual aid agreement between the State of California, its various 
departments and agencies, and the various political subdivisions, 
municipal jurisdictions, and public agencies establishes requirements and 
protocol for sharing resources and facilities in the event of a disaster.   

Local 

Los Gatos 2020 General Plan, Safety Element.  The Safety Element of 
the adopted 2020 General Plan identifies natural and urban hazards in Los 
Gatos and establishes policies and actions to reduce or eliminate risk to 
people and property.  The Safety Element is guided by legislative 
requirements found in Section 65302(g) of the Government Code. 

The Los Gatos Safety Element addresses geologic hazards, urban and 
wildland fire hazards, flood and inundation hazards, hazardous materials, 
and emergency preparedness, response, and recovery.  The element 
serves as the overarching framework for safety planning and is 
implemented and supported by other plans.   

Los Gatos Emergency Operations Plan (EOP).  Last updated in 2015, the 
EOS is a joint effort between the Town of Los Gatos and the Santa Clara 
County Fire Department to create a framework for Los Gatos response 
that will ensure streamlined and effective response to emergencies.  It 
includes a description of available emergency services and how those 
services are mobilized, methodology for responding to emergencies, and 
providing ongoing information to the public. 
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8.2 Geological and Seismic Hazards 

This section identifies earthquake faults and areas in the region 
surrounding Los Gatos that may be susceptible to seismic activity and 
describes the history and risks of seismic activity in the region.  Geology 
and soils related to earthquake and landslide risks are discussed in 
Section 7.8. 

Major Findings 

▪ Three major active faults have the potential to affect the Los 
Gatos Planning Area: San Andreas; Hayward; and Calaveras 
Faults.  The San Andreas fault zone has the potential to cause the 
most damage and traverses through Town.  Four secondary fault 
zones (Sargent, Berrocal, Shannon, and Monte Vista) also cross 
through the Town. 

▪ Because Los Gatos is within the “near source” zone of both the 
San Andreas and Monte Vista Faults, the Town is subject to 
particularly strong ground shaking effects. 

▪ Evidence of surface displacement due to earthquakes over the 
last few thousand years exists in the region, with the greatest 
known displacement being 15 feet in the County of Santa Clara 
caused by the 1906 San Francisco earthquake. 

▪ Several areas within Town are subject to liquefaction, and large 
areas in the southern and eastern sections of the Town are 
subject to landslides due to hilly terrain and steep slopes. 

▪ Erosion potential within the Town ranges from low to very high, 
with the highest potential in the eastern, southern, and 
southwestern areas of Town. 

▪ Soils with high silt or clay content are common and found 
throughout Los Gatos, making much of the Town subject to 
subsidence and soil expansion. 

Existing Conditions 
The San Francisco Bay Area is in one of the most active seismic regions in 
the United States.  Each year, low and moderate magnitude earthquakes 
occurring in or near the San Francisco Bay Area are felt by residents of 
Los Gatos. 

Faulting and Seismicity  

Generally defined, an earthquake is an abrupt release of accumulated 
energy in the form of seismic waves when movement occurs along a 
fault.  The severity of an earthquake generally is expressed in two ways: 
magnitude and intensity.  The energy released, measured on the Moment 
Magnitude Scale (MMS), represents the magnitude of an earthquake.  The 
Richter Magnitude (M) scale has been replaced in most modern building 
codes by the MMS scale because the MMS scale provides more useful 
information to design engineers, along with additional advantages.  
Classifications of the MMS are:  

▪ Great: Magnitude is greater than or equal to 8.0.  A magnitude-8.0 
earthquake is capable of tremendous damage; 

▪ Major: Magnitude in the rage of 7.0 to 7.9.  A magnitude-7.0 
earthquake is a major earthquake that is capable of widespread, 
heavy damage; 

▪ Strong: Magnitude in the rage of 6.0 to 6.9.  A magnitude-6.0 
quake can cause severe damage; 

▪ Moderate: Magnitude in the rage of 5.0 to 5.9.  A magnitude-5.0 
quake can cause considerable damage.; 

▪ Light: Magnitude in the rage of 4.0 to 4.9.  A magnitude-4.0 quake 
is capable of moderate damage; 

▪ Minor: Magnitude in the rage of 3.0 to 3.9; and 

▪ Micro: Magnitude less than 3.0.  Quakes between 2.5 and 3.0 are 
the smallest generally felt by people. 

https://www.livescience.com/8350-canadian-earthquake-felt.html
https://www.livescience.com/8350-canadian-earthquake-felt.html
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The intensity of an earthquake is measured by the Modified Mercalli 
Intensity (MMI) scale, which emphasizes the current seismic environment 
at a particular site and measures groundshaking severity according to 
damage done to structures, changes in the earth surface, and personal 
accounts.  Table 8.2-1 identifies the level of intensity according to the MMI 
scale and describes that intensity with respect to how it would be received 
or sensed by its receptors. 

Table 8.2-1 Modified Mercalli Intensity Scale 

Intensity Description 

I Not felt except by a very few under especially favorable conditions 

II Felt by a few people at rest, especially in upper floors of buildings 

III Felt noticeably indoors, but not always recognized as a quake; vibration like a 
passing truck 

IV Felt indoors by many and outdoors by few.  Sensation like heavy truck striking 
building 

V Felt by nearly everyone.  Some breakage of windows, dishes, and plaster 

VI Felt by all; some heavy furniture moved; falling plaster; damage small 

VII Damage negligible in buildings of good design and construction 

VIII Damage slight in specially designed structures; considerable damage in 
ordinary substantial buildings; walls, monuments, chimneys fall 

IX Damage considerable; buildings shift off foundations 

X Most masonry and frame structures destroyed; railroad rails bent 

XI Few structures remain standing; bridges destroyed 

XII Damage total; lines of sight and level are distorted; objects thrown into the air 

Source: U.S.  Geological Survey, 2018 

Faults are categorized as active, potentially active, and inactive.  A fault is 
classified as active if it has moved during the Holocene time (during the 
last 11,000 years).  A fault is classified as potentially active if it has 
experienced movement within Quaternary time (during the last 1.8 million 
years).  Faults that have not moved in the last 1.8 million years are 
generally considered inactive.   

Regional Geology, Faulting, and Seismicity 

The Town of Los Gatos is located in a region of moderate to high levels of 
seismic activity.  The principal active faults in the Bay region are the San 
Andreas fault, which runs approximately 0.9 mile southwest of the Town, 
and the Hayward and Calaveras faults.  Each of these faults, shown on 
Figure 8.2-1, has been responsible for several large historic earthquakes 
with significant ground rupture.  While all three are associated with well-

defined zones of seismic activity, the San Andreas fault is the potential 
source for larger earthquakes that will affect the Town.   

San Andreas Fault System 

The San Andreas fault is the dominant influence on local geology and 
seismic potential.  The San Andreas is a slip-strike fault, meaning that the 
Earth’s crust on either side of the fault is slipping past the other in a 
horizontal motion.  In the Los Gatos area, a bend in the San Andreas fault 
has resulted in compression on both sides of the fault.  This compression 
has forced surrounding rock upward and created the Santa Cruz 
Mountains.  Historic earthquakes confirm that the San Andreas fault, as 
well as well its eastern branches, the Calaveras and Hayward faults, 
remain highly active today.   

The CGS and United States Geological Survey (USGS) have defined 
segments of the San Andreas fault based on the size and recurrence 
interval of earthquakes associated with each segment.  The fault 
segments closest to the Town of Los Gatos are the Santa Cruz Mountains 
segment, presumed to have moved in the 7.0 magnitude 1989 Loma 
Prieta Earthquake, and the Peninsula segment, which ruptured during the 
7.9 magnitude 1906 San Francisco earthquake, along with the Santa Cruz 
Mountains segment. 

Calaveras Fault  

The Calaveras fault is an active fault that extends from its junction with 
the San Andreas fault, near the City of Hollister.  The Calaveras fault 
consists of two separate segments that behave semi-independently, the 
northern and southern segments.   

The Calaveras Fault has a moderate probability of an earthquake by 2043 
at 26 percent.  The behavior of the southern segment of the Calaveras 
fault is dominated by creep (non-earthquake producing slippage).  
However, some of this movement is stored in the fault and then released 
in periodic bursts.  While of varying magnitude, some of these bursts are 
moderate size earthquakes of magnitude 6.0.  The Morgan Hill earthquake 
of 1984, centered about 14 miles east of the Town, is an example of such 
an event.  The history of seismic events along the southern Calaveras 
fault suggests that earthquakes will occur locally at intervals of 50 to 100 
years. 
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Hayward Fault 

The 53-mile Hayward fault runs parallel to the eastern side of the San 
Francisco Bay, roughly from the San Pablo Bay in the north to the City of 
San Jose in the south.  At its closest point, the fault lies about 10 miles 
east of the eastern border of Los Gatos. 

Although the likelihood is greatest that the next major San Francisco Bay 
Area earthquake will occur on the Hayward fault (33 percent probability 
through 2043), major earthquake events on other active Bay Area faults, 
such as the San Andreas and the Calaveras Faults, would also likely affect 
Los Gatos.   

Southwest Santa Clara Valley Thrust Belt  

The Southwest Santa Clara Valley Thrust Belt (secondary faults) is a 
group of local thrust faults that includes the Berrocal, Cascade, Shannon, 
Stanford, and San Jose faults, as shown on Figure 8.2-1.  These faults are 
responsible for the folding and elevation of basement rock on the 
southern side of the Santa Cruz Mountains.  As noted above, it is unknown 
whether they are capable of independently generating an earthquake, or 
only move in sympathy with an earthquake on the main San Andreas fault.  
Unlike the San Andreas, Hayward, and Calaveras faults, none of these 
thrust faults is associated with an historical earthquake, nor has any 
demonstrated recent seismic activity.   

Traces of the Blossom Hill, Shannon, Berrocal, and Monte Vista faults 
traverse the Town of Los Gatos directly.  The CGS and USGS have 
assigned a 6.8 magnitude maximum earthquake to this system, with 
estimated recurrence of 2,410 years, according to Robert Bein, William 
Frost, and Associates.  Figure 8.2-2 shows secondary faults near Los 
Gatos. 

Fault rupture refers to the displacement, whether rupture or deformation, 
of the surface of the ground along the trace of a fault during an 
earthquake.  Damage associated with fault ground rupture is normally 
confined to a narrow band along a fault trend.  Fault rupture typically 
occurs during earthquakes of 5.0 magnitude or greater.  As previously 
mentioned, the CGS does not identify any potentially active faults in Los 
Gatos, and therefore does not include the Town on its current list of towns 
or cities affected by Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zones.  The Alquist-
Priolo Fault Zone nearest the Town of Los Gatos is associated with the 

San Andreas fault system and comprises a northwest-southeast running 
band located just over one mile southwest of the Town at its closest point. 
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Figure 8.2-1:  Major Faults in the San Francisco Bay Area 
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Figure 8.2-2: Faults Near Los Gatos 
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History of Earthquakes in the Region 

Historically, seismic activity within or near the Santa Clara County region 
has occasionally caused significant damage or adverse impacts to the 
Town of Los Gatos.  Although large quakes are known to have occurred in 
the Bay Area in the 19th century, major earthquakes within or near the 
Santa Clara County region that have impacted Town residents over the 
past century include the following.   

1906 San Francisco Earthquake 

The April 18, 1906, earthquake on the northern segment of the San 
Andreas Fault was one of the most destructive in California history.  
Although current methods of rating earthquakes had not been developed, 
it is believed to have rated magnitude 8.3 MMS and Mercalli Intensity XI.  It 
was known for devastating San Francisco and caused major damage in 
Santa Clara, San Jose, Palo Alto, and Santa Cruz.  San Jose suffered five 
million dollars of damages and 19 deaths.  Palo Alto had two casualties 
and three million dollars of damages.  Santa Clara, Los Gatos, and other 
Santa Clara County communities located near the Fault also had extreme 
groundshaking and suffered material and financial damages.  While 
buildings in Santa Clara are known to have collapsed, total deaths in the 
county and in Los Gatos are unknown. 

1984 Morgan Hill/Hayes Valley Earthquake  

The last major earthquake centered in Santa Clara County occurred on 
April 24, 1984.  The earthquake had a magnitude of 6.2 and MMI of VIII, 
and was due to movement along the Calaveras Fault.  Approximately 550 
buildings in Santa Clara County sustained minor damages, though 
Morgan Hill reported the most damage.  Residents of Los Gatos likely 
experienced moderate levels of shaking from the earthquake and 
aftershocks.  There were no reported casualties from the earthquake. 

1989 Loma Prieta Earthquake 

The magnitude 7.0 Loma Prieta earthquake was caused by a slip along 
the San Andreas Fault.  The epicenter was ten miles northeast of Santa 
Cruz, so Los Gatos and nearby communities experienced the most 
extreme shaking.  Numerous buildings in Los Gatos collapsed, particularly 
affecting a three-fourth mile circle of downtown, and 30 houses were 
displaced from their foundations.  No deaths occurred, but 25 injuries 
were reported in the Town, along with millions of dollars of damage.   

2007 Calaveras Earthquake 

The most recent local earthquake was of a magnitude 5.6 and MMI of VI.  
It occurred along the Calaveras Fault on October 30, 2007 and had almost 
40 aftershocks.  Minor damages occurred to South Bay communities, and 
Los Gatos likely experienced moderate groundshaking. 

2014 South Napa Earthquake 

The largest earthquake in the Bay Area since Loma Prieta, the South Napa 
earthquake occurred on October 24, 2014.  It had a 6.0 magnitude and 
MMI of VIII and occurred on the West Napa Fault south of Napa.  
Governor Brown declared a state of emergency due to damage and 
potential aftershocks, and Former President Obama declared a major 
disaster for Napa and Solano counties.  Los Gatos and other Santa Clara 
County communities likely experienced light to moderate shaking. 

Seismic Hazards 

Hazards associated with earthquakes include primary hazards, such as 
surface rupture and groundshaking, and secondary hazards, such as 
liquefaction and tsunamis.  These hazards are described below.   

Primary Hazards 

Surface Rupture 

Surface rupture represents the breakage of ground along the surface trace 
of a fault, which is the intersection of the fault surface area that is 
ruptured in an earthquake.  Fault displacement occurs when material on 
one side of a fault moves relative to the material on the other side of the 
fault.  This can have particularly adverse consequences when buildings 
are located within the rupture zone.  It is not feasible from a structural or 
economic perspective to design and build structures that can 
accommodate rapid displacement associated with surface rupture, as 
surface displacement can range from a few inches to tens of feet during a 
rupture event.  The 1906 San Francisco earthquake caused horizontal 
displacement along the San Andreas Fault in Santa Clara County.  The 
Hayward, Calaveras, and Monte Vista faults also show evidence of 
surface displacement during the past 11,000 years. 



8.  Hazards and Safety 

Public Draft Background Report  |  March 2019 Page 8-13 

Groundshaking 

The major cause of structural damage from earthquakes is 
groundshaking.  The intensity of ground motion expected at a particular 
site depends upon the magnitude of the earthquake, the distance to the 
epicenter, and the geology of the area between the epicenter and the site.  
Greater movement can be expected at sites located on poorly 
consolidated material, such as alluvium, within close proximity to the 
causative fault, or in response to a seismic event of great magnitude.   

Los Gatos is within a seismically active region and earthquakes have the 
potential to cause groundshaking of significant magnitude.  Any slip along 
all or part of a fault surface releases accumulated energy that radiates in 
all directions away from the source, in the form of earthquake waves.  
Associated ground shaking varies in intensity depending on the severity of 
earthquake activity, proximity to that activity, and local soil and geological 
conditions.  Because Los Gatos is within the “near source” zone of both 
the San Andreas and Monte Vista Faults, the Town is subject to 
particularly strong ground shaking effects.   

The relative intensity of ground shaking expected to occur in the Los 
Gatos Planning Area as a result of characteristic earthquake events on 
some nearby active faults are listed in Table 8.2-2.  Projected 
groundshaking intensity is shown on Figure 8.2-3. 

Table 8.2-2 Groundshaking Intensity from Nearby Active Faults 

Fault Name (Segment) 
Estimated Relative 

Shaking 
Modified Mercalli 

Intensity (MMI) 

Calaveras (All Segments) Moderate 6 

Calaveras (Central) Light to Moderate 5 to 6 

Greenville  Light to Moderate 5 to 6 

Hayward (North and South) Moderate 6 

Hayward (South) Moderate 5 

Mount Diablo Light 5 

Rodgers Creek Light 5 

San Andreas (Peninsula) Very Strong 8 

San Andreas (All Northern Segments) Very Strong 8 

San Gregorio Light to Moderate 5 to 6 

Source: Association of Bay Area Governments.  2018.   

Secondary Hazards 

Liquefaction 

Liquefaction is a seismic phenomenon in which loose, saturated granular, 
and silty fine-grained soils lose their structure or strength when subjected 
to high-intensity ground shaking, transforming them from a solid to a 
liquefied state.  Liquefaction occurs when three general conditions exist:  

1. Shallow groundwater (within the top 50 feet of the ground 
surface);  

2. Low-density non-plastic soils; and  

3. High-intensity ground motion.   

Structures constructed on soils which are prone to liquefaction are 
subject to damage and possible collapse as a result of settlement and 
lateral spreading due to liquefaction.  Most of the liquefaction zones are 
located on the west side of the Town along State Route 17.  See Figure 
8.2-4 that shows the areas of Town potentially affected by liquefaction. 

Tsunamis 

Tsunamis, or seismic sea waves, are great oceanic waves that are 
generated by earthquakes or less commonly, by large submarine 
landslides.  An individual earthquake can generate a continuous train of 
tsunami waves that may oscillate for 8-12 hours.  Tsunamis affect only 
coastal areas, and watercourses emptying into these areas.  The effects 
tend to be diminished in partially enclosed bays and estuaries, but the 
wave may be driven many miles inland up unprotected waterways.  Areas 
in Los Gatos are not at risk to inundation from tsunamis as the Town is 
more than 15 miles inland from the Pacific Ocean and shielded by the 
Santa Cruz Mountains. 

Landslides 

The geologic and topographic character of an area determines its 
potential for landslides.  Steep slopes, the extent of erosion, and the rock 
composition of a hillside can aid in predicting the probability of slope 
failure.  Common triggering mechanisms of slope failure include: 
undercutting slopes by erosion or grading; saturation of marginally stable 
slopes by rainfall or irrigation; and shaking of marginally stable slopes 
during earthquakes.  Because Los Gatos includes portions of the steep 
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foothills of the Santa Cruz Mountains, there is a potential for landslides 
throughout much of the southern and eastern portions of the Town and 
extending as far north as Blossom Hill Road.  Landslide potential is 
minimal in the gently sloping west central and northernmost portions of 
the Town.  Risk zones are shown in Figure 8.2-3. 
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Figure 8.2-3: Groundshaking Potential 
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Figure 8.2-4: Liquefaction 
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Regulatory Setting 
State and local regulations and policies govern development within 
seismic, soil, and flood hazard zones and in mineral resource areas.   

Federal 

Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act 

(Stafford Act). The Stafford Act provides the legal basis for state, tribal, 
and local governments to undertake risk-based approaches to reducing 
natural hazard risks through mitigation planning. Specifically, the Stafford 
Act requires state, tribal, and local governments to develop and adopt 
FEMA-approved hazard mitigation plans as a condition for receiving 
certain types of non-emergency disaster assistance. The Act also 
authorizes grants for pre- and post-disaster projects and planning.  

State 

California Government Code Section 65302(g)(1).  The code gives 
requirements on the inclusion of slope instability and seismic hazards in 
the general plan.  General plans must include mapping of known seismic 
and other geologic hazards, and policies addressing:  

▪ Evacuation routes; 

▪ Military installations; 

▪ Peak load water supply requirements; and 

▪ Minimum road widths and clearing around structures for 
emergency vehicle access. 

Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act.  The Alquist-Priolo 
Earthquake Fault Zoning Act was signed into law in 1972 (14 C.C.R.  
Sections 3600 et seq.).  The purpose of this Act is to prohibit the location 
of most structures for human occupancy across the traces of active faults 
and to thereby mitigate the hazard of fault rupture.  Under the Act the 
State Geologist is required to delineate “Earthquake Fault Zones” along 
known active faults in California (14 C.C.R.  Section 3601).  Towns, cities, 
and counties affected by the zones must regulate certain development 
projects within the zones.  They must withhold development permits for 
sites within the zones until geologic investigations demonstrate that the 

sites are not threatened by surface displacement from future faulting (14 
C.C.R.  Section 3603). Currently, CGS does not include Los Gatos on its list 
of towns or cities affected by Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zones. 

Seismic Hazards Mapping Act.  The California Geologic Survey provides 
guidance with regard to seismic hazards.  Under the CDMG Seismic 
Hazards Mapping Act (1990), seismic hazard zones are to be identified 
and mapped to assist local governments in land use planning (California 
Public Resources Code Section 2690 et seq.).  The intent of these maps is 
to protect the public from the effects of strong ground shaking, 
liquefaction, landslides, ground failure, or other hazards caused by 
earthquakes.  In addition, CDMG’s Special Publications 117, “Guidelines for 
Evaluating and Mitigating Seismic Hazards in California,” provides 
guidance for the evaluation and mitigation of earthquake-related hazards 
for projects within designated zones of required investigations.   

California Building Code.  California law provides a minimum standard 
for building design through the California Building Code (CBC) (C.C.R.  
Title 24).  Chapter 23 of the CBC contains specific requirements for 
seismic safety.  Chapter 29 regulates excavation, foundations, and 
retaining walls.  Chapter 33 of the CBC contains specific requirements 
pertaining to site demolition, excavation, and construction to protect 
people and property from hazards associated with excavation cave-ins 
and falling debris or construction materials.  Chapter 70 of the CBC 
regulates grading activities, including drainage and erosion control.  
Construction activities are subject to occupational safety standards for 
excavation, shoring, and trenching as specified in California Division of 
Occupational Safety and Health (Cal/OSHA) regulations (C.C.R.  Title 8). 

The CBC has been adopted and amended as Article III of Chapter 6 of the 
Code of the Town of Los Gatos, which is the Building Code for Los Gatos 
and regulates all building and construction projects within the Town.  All 
development in Los Gatos applying for a permit is subject to the 2016 
Building Code, CCR Title 24, Part 2. 

Local 

Association Bay Area Governments Multi-Jurisdictional Hazard 
Mitigation Plan.  The 2010 Update of the 2005 ABAG Hazard Mitigation 
Plan includes strategies to promote adoption of a retrofit standard as well 
as public education on retrofitting to reduce structural damage to existing 
homes.  The plan also strives to inventory “soft-story buildings,” buildings 
with open parking or commercial space on the first floor and housing on 
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the higher floors, as such buildings tend to be more susceptible to 
earthquake damage and may result in scores of uninhabitable housing.  
Furthermore, the plan will adopt the latest applicable revision of the 
International Existing Building Code or standard for the design of voluntary 
or mandatory retrofit of existing privately-owned buildings.   

Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan.  Adopted 
in 2017, the County mitigation plan includes risk assessments, mitigation 
measures, funding and coordination measures for plan implementation.  It 
focuses on nine Santa Clara County communities in particular and 
succeeded the ABAG Multi-Jurisdictional LHMP after it was deemed no 
longer adequate in 2016.  The plan follows the planning guidance of 
FEMA’s Community Rating System to maximize the planning benefit for 
the nine communities in the Operational Area participating in that 
program.  It also focuses on cost-effectiveness, as required under FEMA 
mitigation grant programs, and public engagement.   

Town of Los Gatos Hillside Development Standard and Guidelines.  The 
hillside development standard for Los Gatos requires that projects in State 
Seismic Hazard Zones, as well as those believed to be in geologically 
hazardous areas, must have geologic engineering investigations and 
reports as determined by the Director of Community Development and 
Town Engineer.  Construction is to be avoided in areas determined to be 
geologically hazardous by these investigations and reports unless 
mitigated to a level of low risk. 

8.3 Flood and Inundation Hazards 

Flooding can threaten life, safety, and property.  This section describes the 
flood hazards in the Town of Los Gatos and related management and 
response.  The physical risks associated with potential flooding and 
regulatory requirements for floodplain management are important 
aspects of future policy and development decisions throughout the Town 
and can help guide local emergency response needs.   

Major Findings 

▪ Thirteen Presidentially-declared floods have occurred in Santa 
Clara County since 1954, caused largely by high precipitation 
events leading to riverine floods, flash floods, and stormwater 
runoff floods. 

▪ Several areas of Town are at risk of 100-year and 500-year floods. 

▪ Flooding puts various populations in Town at risk, and a 500-year 
flood could affect upwards of 28,000 people and cause $10 billion 
of structural damage. 

▪ Sea level rise of 11-19 inches is expected by mid-century, and 30-
55 inches by end-of-century with potentially very high economic 
impacts. 

▪ A high increase in the frequency and impact of riverine flooding is 
expected by mid-century, with potentially extreme economic 
impacts. 

Existing Conditions 
Floods are events in which normally dry land is partially or completely 
covered with water.  Floods can occur in a number of ways.  The water 
level in a body of water, such as a lake or creek, can rise higher than the 
water body’s banks, causing it to overflow into nearby areas.  Heavy 
precipitation can also overwhelm the ability of soil to absorb water or 
storm drains to carry it away fast enough, causing water to build up on the 
surface (ponding).  Additionally, flooding may occur as the result of wave 
run-up.  Localized flooding may also occur from infrastructure failure, 
such as a burst water tank or pipe. 
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Precipitation 

The Town of Los Gatos and the region enjoy a Mediterranean climate 
which is characterized by a summer dry season followed by a winter rainy 
season, generally extending from November to April.  The average rainfall 
is approximately 23 inches per year, with about 80 percent of the 
precipitation occurring between November and March.  The bulk of the 
precipitation occurs during moderately intense storms of several days 
duration.  The summers are relatively dry, with less than a half-inch of rain 
falling per month on average.  For a description of the hydrology in Los 
Gatos, see Chapter 7.9, Hydrology and Water Quality. 

Flood Risk 

In Los Gatos, the floods that are of greatest concern occur as a result of 
heavy precipitation from meteorological phenomena called atmospheric 
rivers (ARs).  These are narrow bands of warm, very moist air that often 
bring heavy precipitation.  ARs are responsible for 30–50 percent of the 
Pacific coast’s precipitation, much of which comes from a relatively small 
number of events.  Floods from AR events include runoff, riverine, and 
flash flooding, described below.  Flooding can also occur from non-AR 
storms and tidal flooding, although the likelihood of such events is lower.   

Stormwater Runoff Floods 

Stormwater runoff flooding is a result of local drainage issues and high 
groundwater levels.  Locally, heavy precipitation, especially during high 
lunar tide events, may induce flooding within areas other than delineated 
floodplains or along recognizable channels due to presence of storm 
system outfalls that release stormwater into the Bay or ocean, but are 
inadequate to provide gravity drainage into the adjacent body of water.  If 
local conditions cannot accommodate intense precipitation through a 
combination of infiltration and surface runoff, water may accumulate and 
cause flooding problems.  Flooding issues of this nature generally occur 
within areas with flat topography, and generally increase with 
urbanization, which speeds accumulation of floodwaters because of 
impervious areas such as streets, sidewalks, and parking lots.  Shallow 
street flooding can occur unless channels have been improved to account 
for increased flows.  Numerous areas within the county undergo 
stormwater runoff flooding that contributes to street and structure 
inundation. 

Riverine Floods 

Riverine flooding is the overbank flooding of rivers and streams.  Flooding 
in large river systems typically results from large-scale weather events 
that generate prolonged rainfall over a wide geographic area, causing 
flooding in hundreds of smaller streams, which then drain into the major 
rivers.  Shallow area flooding is a special type of riverine flooding.  FEMA 
defines shallow flood hazards as areas inundated by a 100-year flood with 
flood depths of only one to three feet.  These areas are generally flooded 
by low-velocity sheet flows of water. 

Natural stream channels in Los Gatos typically can accommodate 
average rainfall amounts and mild storm systems; however, floods can 
occur in years of abnormally high rainfall or unusually severe storms.  
During those periods of severe floods, high-velocity floodwaters carry 
debris over long distances, block stream channels, and create severe 
localized flooding. 

Flash Floods 

The National Weather Service defines a flash flood as a rapid and extreme 
flow of high water into a normally dry area, or a rapid water level rise in a 
stream or creek above a predetermined flood level.  Such floods generally 
begin within six hours of the rain event that causes them.  Ongoing 
flooding can intensify to flash flooding in cases where intense rainfall 
results in a rapid surge of rising flood waters.  Flash floods can pose 
significant risk due to their unexpected nature.  Major factors in predicting 
potential damage are the intensity and duration of rainfall, and the 
steepness of watersheds and streams. 

Flood Zones 

Flood potential is typically described by the projected recurrence 
frequency.  The greater the flood, the less frequently it is likely to occur.  
The Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) prepared by the FEMA to support 
the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) are the basis for 
establishing premium rates for flood insurance coverage offered through 
the NFIP.  The primary risk classifications used are the 100-year flood 
event zone (i.e., one percent annual-chance flood event) and the 500-year 
flood event zone (i.e., 0.2 percent annual-chance flood event).  The FIRMs 
use computed or estimated water surface elevations combined with 
topographic mapping data to calculate the risk of flood hazard.  The 
standard for floodplain management in the United States is to delineate 
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and mitigate flood risks within the area likely to be inundated by the 100-
year flood or base flood.  Although the recurrence level is based on 
statistical averages, the actual occurrence of events varies and could 
occur at shorter intervals or even within the same year.  Los Gatos’s most 
recent FIRM became effective February 19, 2014.   

A flood hazard area is divided into a floodway and floodway fringe areas.  
The floodway is the channel of a stream, plus any adjacent floodplain 
areas that must be kept free of development.  Development within the 
floodway reduces the capacity of the floodway to carry stormwaters and 
increases flood heights, thereby increasing flood hazards beyond the 
border of the floodway.  The area between the floodway and the boundary 
of the flood hazard area is the floodway fringe.  This area could be used 
for development without increasing the surface elevation of the 100-year 
flood more than 1.0 foot at any point.  FEMA calls for establishment of 
setback distances from the 100-year floodplain and finished floor 
elevations above the 100-year flood zone to address these concerns.   

It is also important to note that damaging floods may occur outside the 
floodway and floodway fringe.  FEMA typically does not designate flood 
zones for areas subject to flooding from local drainage problems, 
drainage basins of less than one square mile in area, or hillside areas 
subject to runoff, erosion, and mudflow.  Additionally, FEMA has typically 
mapped flood zones in areas that are already developed or are subject to 
development, so flood zones may not be designated in areas that were 
undeveloped at the time FEMA performed its study. 

FEMA has mapped floodplains in several portions of the Town, which are 
illustrated in Figure 8.3-1.  According to NFIP floodplain mapping, portions 
of the Town west of SR 17 and adjacent to Los Gatos Creek, San Tomas 
Aquinos Creek, Smith Creek, and Ross Creek are located within the 100-
year floodplain and other areas of the Town are within the 500-year 
floodplain.  Shallow flooding along some streets can be expected during 
significant storm events.   

The Town’s Parks and Public Works Department has a storm response 
program.  After a storm event, flooded areas are evaluated to determine 
the reason for flooding.  Fortunately, due to its topography and local 
reservoirs, the Town has not been as severely impacted by flooding as 
nearby communities. 

Historical Trends 

Multiple past flood events have affected Los Gatos, along with much of 
the rest of Santa Clara County.  Santa Clara County has experienced 23 
recorded floods between 1950 and 2016, and 13 major flood events since 
1954 for which presidential disaster declarations were issued, shown in 
Table 8.3-1.  These major floods caused $4.47 billion in property damage.  
Presidential disaster declarations are typically issued for hazard events 
that cause more damage than state and local governments can handle 
without assistance from the federal government. 

Table 8.3-1 Presidential-Declared Floods in Santa Clara County 

Event Date 
FEMA Disaster 

Number 

Severe Winter Storms, Flooding, Mudslides April 1, 2017 DR-4308 

Severe Winter Storms, Flooding, and 
Mudslides 

February 14, 2017 DR-4301 

Severe Winter Storms and Flooding February 9, 1998 DR-1203 

Severe Storms, Flooding, Mud and 
Landslides 

January 4, 1997 DR-1155 

Severe Winter Storms, Flooding, 
Landslides, Mud Flows 

March 12, 1995 DR-1046 

Severe Winter Storms, Flooding, 
Landslides, Mud Flows 

January 10, 1995 DR-1044 

Severe Storms and Flooding February 21, 1986 DR-758 

Coastal Storms, Floods, Slides, and 
Tornadoes 

February 9, 1983 DR-677 

Severe Storms, Flood, Mudslides, and High 
Tide 

January 7, 1982 DR-651 

Severe Storms, Heavy Rains and Flooding February 25, 1963 DR-145 

Severe Storms and Flooding October 24, 1962 DR-138 

Floods March 6, 1962 DR-122 

Heavy Rainstorms and Flood April 4, 1958 DR-82 

Floods December 23, 1955 DR-47 

Flood & Erosion February 5, 1954 DR-15 

Sources: NOAA 2017, ABAG 2010 

The Santa Clara Valley Water District (SCVWD) manages approximately 
100 miles of levees in Santa Clara County.  About 50 miles provide 100-
year flood protection and nearly 18 miles were constructed in partnership 
with the USACE.  The USACE National Levee Database lists seven levees 
in Santa Clara County. 
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Figure 8.3-1: Flooding 
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Flooding from Dams 

The Town Emergency Operations Plan identifies the Lexington Reservoir 
as contained by the James J. Lenihan Dam as the largest concern for 
dam inundation.  Lexington Reservoir is the third largest reservoir in the 
County after Anderson Reservoir and Coyote Reservoir, capable of storing 
19,044 acre-feet of water.  The potential inundation zone in the event of 
failure is significant, but the SCVWD maintains that the dam can 
withstand significant earthquakes.  Potential dam inundation areas in the 
Town are illustrated on Figure 8.3-2. 

The 2016 Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan 
(OAHMP) evaluated population and structural exposure in the dam 
inundation area.  This was based on assessor parcel data and 2006 
inundation boundary data from ABAG.  However, the available boundary 
data was not detailed, offering only an approximation.  The population and 
structural exposure, as well as value of exposed buildings, is summarized 
in Table 8.3-2. 

Table 8.3-2 Town Population and Structures Exposed from a Failure of 
Lenihan Dam 

Population Exposed Structures Exposed Structural Risk Value (S)1 

3,127 1,037 $1,253,204,906 

1 Including structural and content value 

Lexington Dam failure flooding hazard zones based on ABAG 2006 data. 

Values based on Santa Clara County tax assessor data received August 2016. 

Source: Santa Clara County OAHMP.  2016. 

Dam failure would predominantly expose residential buildings to flooding.  
However, many commercial buildings would also be at risk, as well as one 
educational building and a few agricultural and religious buildings, as 
show in Table 8.3-3. 

Table 8.3-3 Structures by Land Use Type Exposed from a Failure of 
Lenihan Dam 

Residential Commercial Agricultural Religious Educational Total 

974 56 2 4 1 1,037 

Lexington Dam failure flooding hazard zones based on ABAG 2006 data. 

Source: Santa Clara County, 2016. 

Damage from Floods 

In 2016, the OAHMP identified likely damage to existing infrastructure in 
the Town of Los Gatos and eight other communities based on FEMA flood 
zones and County assessor’s parcel data.  Population and structural risk 
are shown in Table 8.3-4 and estimated impacts on Town residents 
potentially displaced by flooding are shown in Table 8.3-5. 

Table 8.3-4 Town Population and Structures Exposed within Flood Hazard 
Areas 

Annual Chance 
Flood Hazard 

Area 

Population 
Exposed 

Percent 
Exposed (%) 

Structures 
Exposed 

Structural Risk 
Value (S)1 

10-Year Storm 
Event 

29 0.1 9 $5,556,539 

100-Year Storm 
Event 

35 0.1 11 $7,126,196 

500-Year Storm 
Event 

28,230 90.0 9,400 $10,096,017,55
1 

1 Including structural and content value 

Source: Santa Clara County, 2016. 

Table 8.3-5 Estimated Impact on Town Residents within Flood Hazard 
Areas 

Annual Chance Flood 
Hazard Area 

Number of Displaced 
Households 

Number of People 
Requiring Short-Term 

Shelter 

10-Year Storm Event 3 2 

100-Year Storm Event 3 2 

500-Year Storm Event 25,104 24,167 

Source: Santa Clara County, 2016. 

According to the Santa Clara County OAHMP, it is estimated that 10 
percent of the people within the 100-year floodplain countywide are 
economically disadvantaged, defined as having household incomes of 
$20,000 or less.  Approximately 11.3 percent of the population living in the 
100-year floodplain are over 65 years old, and 24 percent are under 16 
years of age. 
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Climate Change Impacts 

The County of Santa Clara’s 2015 “Silicon Valley 2.0 Climate Adaptation 
Guidebook” and decision support tool offer information on exposure, 
adaptive capacity, likelihood, and potential outcomes of climate change by 
mid- and end-of-century countywide.  The support tool also provides 
community and regional strategies to adaptively respond to climate 
change.  These resources state that the County of Santa Clara, of which 
Los Gatos is a part, is expected to experience sea level rise of 11-19 
inches by mid-century and 30-55 inches by end-of-century potentially 
causing very high associated economic impacts.  In addition, a high 
increase in the frequency and impact of riverine flooding by mid-century is 
expected, with potentially extreme economic impacts.   

Similarly, the 2010 ABAG Multi-jurisdictional LHMP for the San Francisco 
Bay notes potential impacts including flooding, extreme storms, 
landslides, sea level rise, and impacts to water quality and water supply, 
among other impacts. 
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Figure 8.3-2: Dam Inundation Areas 
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

National Flood Insurance Act of 1968 and Flood Disaster Protection Act 
of 1973.  In response to increasing losses from flood hazards nationwide, 
Congress passed the National Flood Insurance Act of 1968, which 
established the NFIP.  The 1968 Act provided for the availability of flood 
insurance within communities that were willing to adopt floodplain 
management programs to mitigate future flood losses.  The act also 
required the identification of all floodplain areas within the United States 
and the establishment of flood-risk zones within those areas.   

As a result of the 1972 Hurricane Agnes flooding along the East coast, the 
1968 Act was expanded by the Flood Disaster Protection Act of 1973.  The 
1973 Act added the mandatory flood insurance purchase requirement and 
increased the awareness of floodplain mapping needs throughout the 
country.  The responsibility for administration of the NFIP falls with the 
Federal Insurance Administration of FEMA. 

National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP).  FEMA’s NFIP provides 
insurance to homeowners in declared flood areas.  The NFIP was 
established by the 1968 National Flood Insurance Act and provided for the 
availability of flood insurance within communities that are willing to adopt 
floodplain management programs to mitigate future flood losses.   

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).  Using the results of 
flood insurance studies required by the 1973 Act, FEMA prepares Flood 
Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) that depict the spatial extent of Special 
Flood Hazard Areas (SFHAs) and other features related to flood risk 
assessment.  FEMA is responsible for maintaining the FIRMs as 
communities grow, and as new or better scientific and technical data 
concerning flood risks becomes available.   

The Federal Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000.  The Federal Disaster 
Mitigation Act of 2000 seeks to “reduce the loss of life and property, 
human suffering, economic disruption, and disaster assistance costs 
resulting from natural disasters; and to provide a source of pre-disaster 
hazard mitigation measures that are designed to ensure the continued 
functionality of critical services and facilities after a natural disaster.”  The 
Disaster Mitigation Act outlines a process for the development of Local 
Hazard Mitigation Plans (LHMP) on the part of towns, cities, counties, and 

special district governments.  Development of an LHMP is required to be 
eligible to receive certain benefits from FEMA and the California 
Emergency Management Agency (CalEMA).   

Code of Federal Regulations, Title 44, Section 65.10 (44 CFR 65.10).  
For FEMA to continue to accredit levees as providing protection from the 
base flood, the levees must meet the criteria of the CFR, Title 44, Section 
65.10 (44 CFR 65.10), titled "Mapping of Areas Protected by Levee 
Systems." On August 22, 2005, FEMA issued "Procedure Memorandum 
No. 34–Interim Guidance for Studies Including Levees."  The purpose of 
the memorandum was to help clarify the responsibility of community 
officials seeking recognition of a levee by providing information identified 
during a study/mapping project.  Often documentation regarding levee 
design, accreditation, and the impacts on flood hazard mapping is 
outdated or missing altogether.  To remedy this, Procedure Memorandum 
No. 34 provides interim guidance on procedures to minimize delays in 
near-term studies/mapping projects, to help our mapping partners 
properly assess how to handle levee mapping issues. 

Executive Orders (EO) 11988 and 13690.  EO 11988 requires federal 
agencies to avoid, to the extent possible, the long and short-term adverse 
impacts associated with the occupancy and modification of floodplains 
and to avoid direct and indirect support of floodplain development 
wherever there is a practicable alternative.  It requires federal agencies to 
provide leadership and take action to reduce the risk of flood loss, 
minimize the impact of floods on human safety, health, and welfare, and 
restore and preserve the natural and beneficial values of floodplains.  The 
requirements apply to the following activities (FEMA 2015d): 

▪ Acquiring, managing, and disposing of federal lands and facilities; 

▪ Providing federally undertaken, financed, or assisted construction 
and improvements; and 

▪ Conducting federal activities and programs affecting land use, 
including but not limited to water and related land resources 
planning, regulation, and licensing. 

EO 13690 expands EO 11988 and acknowledges that the impacts of 
flooding are anticipated to increase over time due to the effects of climate 
change and other threats.  It mandates a federal flood risk management 
standard to increase resilience against flooding and help preserve the 
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natural values of floodplains.  This standard expands management of 
flood issues from the current base flood level to a higher vertical elevation 
and corresponding horizontal floodplain when federal dollars are involved 
in a project.  The goal is to address current and future flood risk and 
ensure that projects funded with taxpayer dollars last as long as intended. 

State 

Assembly Bill (AB) 70.  AB 70 was developed to distribute responsibility 
for flood control damage among State and local entities.  Specifically, the 
bill requires local governments to contribute their fair share to a flood's 
price tag when they make development decisions that increase the 
likelihood of damages caused by flooding.   

AB 162: Flood Planning, Chapter 369, Statutes of 2007.  This California 
State Assembly Bill passed in 2007 requires towns, cities, and counties to 
address flood-related matters in the land use, conservation, safety, and 
housing elements of their general plans.  The land use element must 
identify and annually review the areas covered by the general plan that are 
subject to flooding as identified in floodplain mapping by either FEMA or 
the Department of Water Resources (DWR).  During the next revision of 
the housing element on or after January 1, 2009, the conservation element 
of the general plan must identify rivers, creeks, streams, flood corridors, 
riparian habitat, and land that may accommodate floodwater for 
groundwater recharge and stormwater management.  The safety element 
must identify information regarding flood hazards, including: 

▪ Flood hazard zones; 

▪ Maps published by FEMA, DWR, the U.S.  Army Corps of 
Engineers, the Central Valley Flood; 

▪ Protection Board, and CalOES; 

▪ Historical data on flooding; and 

▪ Existing and planned development in flood hazard zones. 

The general plan must establish goals, policies, and objectives to protect 
from unreasonable flooding risks, including: 

▪ Avoiding or minimizing the risks of flooding new development; 

▪ Evaluating whether new development should be located in flood 
hazard zones; and 

▪ Identifying construction methods to minimize damage. 

AB 162 establishes procedures for the determination of available land 
suitable for urban development, which may exclude lands where FEMA or 
DWR has concluded that the flood management infrastructure is not 
adequate to avoid the risk of flooding. 

EO S-13-10.  EO S-13-08, signed by Governor Schwarzenegger in 2008 
and adopted by the California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA) in 2010, 
requires development of a Climate Adaptation Strategy that directs 
statewide management of climate impacts from sea level rise, increased 
temperatures, shifting precipitation, and extreme weather events.  The 
Strategy is grouped into seven subject areas: public health; ocean and 
coastal resources; water supply and flood protection; agriculture; forestry; 
biodiversity and habitat; and transportation and energy infrastructure.   

AB 70: Flood Liability, Chapter Number 367, Statutes of 2007.  This bill 
provides that a town, city, or county may be required to contribute a fair 
and reasonable share to compensate for property damage caused by a 
flood to the extent that it has increased the state’s exposure to liability for 
property damage by unreasonably approving new development in a 
previously undeveloped area that is protected by a state flood control 
project, unless the town, city, or county meets specified requirements. 

Local 

Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan.  Adopted 
in 2017, the County mitigation plan includes risk assessments, mitigation 
measures, funding, and coordination measures for plan implementation.  
It focuses on nine Santa Clara County communities in particular and 
succeeded the ABAG Multi-Jurisdictional LHMP after it was deemed no 
longer adequate in 2016.  The plan follows the planning guidance of 
FEMA’s Community Rating System to maximize the planning benefit for 
the nine communities in the Operational Area participating in that 
program.  It also focuses on cost-effectiveness, as required under FEMA 
mitigation grant programs, and public engagement.  Data from FEMA’s 
countywide Digital FIRMs was also incorporated in the new plan. 
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8.4 Urban and Wildland Fire Hazards 

This section describes the existing conditions for urban and wildland fire 
hazards within the Town of Los Gatos Planning Area, as well as the 
responsible agencies and fire prevention measures currently in place.  It 
documents the regulatory environment applicable to fire hazard 
management and the inter-agency approach and coordination efforts 
performed to manage this hazard.  Chapter 5, Public Facilities, Services, 
and Infrastructure describes fire protection services provided within the 
Town’s Planning Area.   

Major Findings 

▪ Santa Clara County experiences wildfires every two to three years 
and has had several major fires burning thousands of acres of 
land in the past 30 years. 

▪ Despite the high wildfire danger in a portion of the Town, the last 
reported wildfire within Los Gatos was the Cats Fire in 1997, 
which burned 15 acres and 6 homes. 

▪ The Santa Clara County Fire Department serves the Town of Los 
Gatos and several nearby communities.  It responded to about 
650 fires in 2017, three percent of total incident responses. 

▪ The County of Santa Clara is expected to experience a high 
increase in frequency, impact, and duration of wildfire and 
potentially extreme economic impacts due to climate change. 

Existing Conditions 
Wildfires are a regular feature of the ecosystem in large parts of California 
and many of the state’s native species have evolved to cope with the 
natural fire cycle, although increasing development into wildfire-prone 
areas makes wildfires a hazard of concern.  Wildfires that burn exclusively 
in natural areas generally pose little risk to lives or property, although the 
smoke from such fires may cause respiratory problems for people nearby.  
Wildland-urban interface (WUI) fires are much more of a hazard, as they 
threaten areas located near the border between urban and wildlands.  
Common causes of wildfires include accidents, sparks from power lines, 
lightning, and arson.  Wildfire risk is dependent on the amount and type of 

vegetation, weather, and local topography, among other factors. Factors 
such as narrow, winding roads and vegetation also slow response to fire, 
increasing risk of spread. In the Town of Los Gatos, chaparral vegetation 
is considered at highest risk for fire.  Foothill woodland, juniper/oak 
woodland, and scrub vegetation are also at an elevated risk. 

Los Gatos is served by the Santa Clara County Fire Department; further 
information on their services is available in Chapter 5, Public Facilities, 
Services, and Infrastructure. 

Wildfire Hazard 

CAL FIRE determines a fire hazard severity zone based on the potential 
fire hazard that is expected to prevail there.  Factors that are included in 
this determination include: fuel (material that can burn), slope, and 
weather.  There are three zones, based on increasing hazard severity: 
moderate; high; and very high.  Moderate hazard zones are typically 
identified as either wildland areas supporting areas of typically low fire 
frequency and relatively modest fire behavior or are developed/urbanized 
areas with a very high density of non-burnable surfaces including 
roadways, irrigated lawn/parks, and low total vegetation cover (less than 
30 percent) that is highly fragmented and low in flammability (e.g., 
irrigated, manicured, managed vegetation). 

Santa Clara County has a high potential for devastating wildland fires.  
Based on a “Fire Hazard Severity Zone” map developed by CAL FIRE, most 
of the County is located within the “high” fire severity zone, with smaller 
portions of the County within the “moderate” and “very high” fire severity 
zones.  Figure 8.4-1 illustrates the fire hazard severity zones in the Los 
Gatos area. 
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Nearly all of the southern and eastern portions of Town Planning Area are 
in high or very high fire hazard areas.  The 2017 Santa Clara County 
Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan has also identified the estimated 
population of Town residents within fire hazard zones based on residential 
buildings and 2016 population per household.  This population is shown in 
Table 8.4-2 below.  The majority of those living in hazard areas reside in 
very high hazard zones, while none inhabit moderate hazard zones. 

Table 8.4-2 Los Gatos Residents within Wildfire Hazard Areas, 2016 

 High 
Hazard 
Zone 

Very High Hazard 
Zone 

Buildings 21 2,456 

Population 55 7,582 

Source: Santa Clara County, 2016. 

Historic Wildfires 

Since 1878, about 20 percent of wildfire risk zones in Santa Clara County 
have been burned.  Fires in the region occur every two to three years.  In 
the past thirty years, wildfires have destroyed homes, buildings, thousands 
of acres of land, and required evacuation of thousands of people.  These 
fires are listed in Table 8.4-3 and shown in Figure 8.4-2 below.  Two 
federal disasters were declared for County fires since 1950.  Despite the 
high wildfire danger in a portion of the Town, the last reported wildfire 
within Los Gatos was the Cats Fire in 1997, which burned 15 acres and 6 
homes. 

Table 8.4-3 Wildfires Over 10 Acres in Santa Clara County, 1985-2016 

Name Date Impact 

Loma Fire Sept.  26-Oct.  12, 
2016 

4,474 acres, 12 residences and 16 
outbuildings burned northwest of 

Morgan Hill 

Oak Fire Sept.  1-2, 2016 10 acres burned west of Morgan Hill 

Bailey Fire August 17-18, 2016 100 acres burned  

Sierra Fire July 30-31, 2016 114 acres burned 

Pacheco Fire Sept.  9-10, 2015 215 acres burned west of San Luis 
Reservoir 

Highway Fire June 30-July 3, 2015 42 acres burned south of the City of 
Gilroy 

Casa Fire August 28-31, 2014 80 acres burned at Casa de Fruta 

Curie Fire June 30-July 1, 2014 125 acres burned south of San Jose 

Uvas Fire July 12, 2013 50 acres burned west of Morgan Hill 

McDonald Fire July 21, 2011 27 acres burned east of Morgan Hill 

Croy Fire Sept.  23-Oct.  5, 2002 13,128 acres burned 

Pacheco Fire August 29-30, 2009 1,650 acres burned 

Whitehurst/ 
Hummingbird Fires 

June 21-26, 2008 794 acres at Hummingbird and 200 
acres at Whitehurst burned 

Summit Fire May 22-30, 2008 4,270 acres, 35 residences and 64 
outbuildings burned south of the 

Town of Loma Prieta 

Lick Fire Sept.  3-11, 2007 47,760 acres, 4 residences and 20 
outbuildings burned at Henry Coe 

State Park 

Stevens Fire August 30-Sept.  2, 
2007 

151 acres burned near Stevens 
Canyon Reservoir 

Felter Fire October 25-26, 2006 200 acres burned 

Cats Fire August 7, 1997 15 acres and 6 residences burned 

PG&E #2 6/22/1989 304 acres burned 

Lexington Fire June 26-July 19, 1985 Six counties, with worst fires in the 
Santa Cruz Mountains in Santa Clara 
County, 4,500 people evacuated and 

13,800 acres burned. 

Source: Santa Clara County, 2016. 
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Figure 8.4-1: Fire Hazard Severity Zones 
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Figure 8.4-2: Wildfires 
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Climate Change and Future Fire Potential 

The County of Santa Clara’s 2015 Silicon Valley 2.0 Climate Adaptation 
Guidebook identifies climate change as increasing average temperatures 
and extending the fire season in coming years.  The Bay Area region has 
experienced longer, hotter, and drier summers, which desiccate 
vegetation.  This can result in larger and more intense wildfires that 
impact agriculture, towns, and cities, particularly affecting the urban areas 
within the WUI.  The Guidebook suggests that the County of Santa Clara is 
expected to experience a high increase in frequency, impact, and duration 
of wildfire and potentially extreme economic impacts. 

In addition, drought increases the risk of wildfires in the immediate future 
for Los Gatos and surrounding areas.  This potential increase in fires will 
strain the fire resources of the County and the Town due to an increase in 
the demand for fire protection and intervention services. 

A decision support tool developed for the Silicon Valley 2.0 Climate 
Adaptation Guidebook provides community and regional strategies to 
adaptively respond to potential climate change impacts.  It offers 
information on exposure, adaptive capacity, likelihood, and potential 
outcomes.   

Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000.  The Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 
requires a State mitigation plan as a condition of disaster assistance.  
There are two different levels of State disaster plans: “Standard;” and 
“Enhanced.” States that develop an approved Enhanced State Plan, which 
includes California, can increase the amount of funding available through 
the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program.  The Act has also established new 
requirements for local hazard mitigation plans. 

National Fire Plan.  The National Fire Plan was developed under Executive 
Order 11246 in August 2000, following a landmark wildland fire season.  
Its intent is to actively respond to severe wildland fires and their impacts 
to communities while ensuring sufficient firefighting capacity for the 
future.  The plan addresses firefighting, rehabilitation, hazardous fuels 
reduction, community assistance, and accountability. 

State 

California Fire Plan.  The Strategic California Fire Plan is the State’s road 
map for reducing the risk of wildfire.  The plan was finalized in August 
2018 and directs each CAL FIRE Unit to prepare a locally specific Fire 
Management Plan.  These documents assess the fire situation within 
each of CAL FIRE’s 21 units and six contract counties.  The plans include 
stakeholder contributions and priorities and identify strategic areas for 
pre-fire planning and fuel treatment as defined by the people who live and 
work in the fire hazard areas.  The plans are required to be updated 
annually. 

Wildland-Urban Interface Building Standards.  On September 20, 2007, 
the Building Standards Commission approved the Office of the State Fire 
Marshal emergency regulations amending the California Code of 
Regulations, Title 24, Part 2, known as the California Building Code (CBC).  
These codes include provisions for ignition-resistant construction 
standards in the WUI. 

California Office of Emergency Services.  The California Office of 
Emergency Services (OES) prepares the State of California Multi-Hazard 
Mitigation Plan (SHMP).  The SHMP identifies hazard risks and includes a 
vulnerability analysis and a hazard mitigation strategy.  The SHMP is 
federally-required under the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000 in order for 
the State to receive federal funding.   

California Fire and Building Code (2016).  The 2016 Fire and Building 
Code establishes the minimum requirements consistent with nationally 
recognized good practices to safeguard the public health, safety, and 
general welfare for the hazards of fire, explosion, or dangerous conditions 
in new and existing buildings, structures, and premises, and to provide 
safety and assistance to firefighters and emergency responders during 
emergency operations.  The provisions of this code apply to the 
construction, alteration, movement, enlargement, replacement, repair, 
equipment, use and occupancy, location, maintenance, removal, and 
demolition of every building or structure or any additions connected or 
attached to such building structures throughout the State of California.   

Local 

Santa Clara County Operational Area Hazard Mitigation Plan.  Adopted 
in 2017, the County mitigation plan includes risk assessments, mitigation 
measures, funding, and coordination measures for plan implementation.  
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It focuses on nine Santa Clara County communities including Los Gatos 
and succeeded the ABAG Multi-Jurisdictional LHMP after it was deemed 
no longer adequate in 2016.  The plan follows the planning guidance of 
FEMA’s Community Rating System to maximize the planning benefit for 
the nine communities in the Operational Area participating in that 
program.  It also focuses on cost-effectiveness, as required under FEMA 
mitigation grant programs, and public engagement.  Data from FEMA’s 
countywide Digital FIRMs was also incorporated in the new plan. 

8.5 Noise 

This section describes the existing noise conditions, major noise sources, 
and regulatory framework related to noise levels in the Los Gatos Planning 
Area.  The section includes a brief summary of noise and vibration 
concepts and the survey methods used to gather noise and vibration data.  
The section then describes local noise thresholds established by the Town 
of Los Gatos and presents a sampling of noise levels in several vicinities 
affected by high traffic volumes throughout the Town. 

Major Findings 

▪ Roadway traffic is the most significant source of noise affecting 
residents in Los Gatos.  SR 17, SR 85, and Los Gatos-Saratoga 
Road as well as major arterials such as Blossom Hill Road, Lark 
Avenue, Los Gatos Boulevard, and Winchester Boulevard are the 
most significant sources of traffic noise.   

▪ Existing stationary noise sources can generate noise levels that are 
not compatible with adjacent sensitive land uses.  Commercial and 
industrial land uses located near residential areas in Los Gatos 
currently generate occasional stationary noise impacts.   

▪ Los Gatos has no major impacts from airport-related noise or 
industrial operation noise. 

Existing Conditions 

Noise Measurement Background 

Noise is defined as unwanted sound.  Noise level (or volume) is generally 
measured in decibels (dB) using the A-weighted sound pressure level 

(dBA).  The A-weighting scale is an adjustment to the actual sound 
pressure levels to be consistent with that of human hearing response, 
which is most sensitive to frequencies around 4,000 Hertz (about the 
highest note on a piano) and less sensitive to low frequencies (below 100 
Hertz). 

Sound pressure level is measured on a logarithmic scale with the zero-dB 
level based on the lowest detectable sound pressure level that people can 
perceive (an audible sound that is not zero sound pressure level).  Based 
on the logarithmic scale, a doubling of sound energy is equivalent to an 
increase of 3 dBA, and a sound that is 10 dBA less than the ambient 
sound level has no effect on ambient noise.  Because of the nature of the 
human ear, a sound must be about 10 dBA greater than the reference 
sound to be judged as twice as loud.  In general, a 3 dBA change in noise 
levels is noticeable, while 1-2 dBA changes generally are not perceived.  
Quiet suburban areas typically have noise levels in the range of 40-50 dBA, 
while arterial streets are in the 50-60 dBA range.  Normal conversational 
levels are in the 60-65 dBA range, and ambient noise levels greater than 65 
dBA can interrupt conversations. 

Noise levels typically reduce at a rate of 6 dBA per doubling of distance 
from point sources (such as industrial machinery).  Noise from lightly 
traveled roads typically attenuates at a rate of about 4.5 dB per doubling 
of distance.  Noise from heavily traveled roads typically attenuates at 
about 3 dB per doubling of distance.  Noise levels may also be reduced by 
intervening structures; generally, a single row of buildings between the 
receptor and the noise source reduces the noise level by about 5 dBA, 
while a solid wall or berm reduces noise levels by 5 to 10 dBA.  Standard 
new residential construction typically provides a reduction of exterior-to-
interior noise levels of 25 dBA or more with windows closed (Federal 
Transit Administration (FTA), 2006). 

In addition to the actual instantaneous measurement of sound levels, the 
duration of sound is important since sounds that occur over a long period 
of time are more likely to be an annoyance or cause direct physical 
damage or environmental stress.  One of the most frequently used noise 
metrics that considers both duration and sound power level is the 
equivalent noise level (Leq).  The Leq is defined as the average noise level, 
or the single steady A-weighted level that is equivalent to the same 
amount of energy as that contained in the actual fluctuating levels over a 
period of time.  Typically, Leq is summed over a one-hour period.  Lmax is 
the highest RMS (root mean squared) sound pressure level within the 
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measuring period, and Lmin is the lowest RMS sound pressure level within 
the measuring period. 

The time period in which noise occurs is also important since, noise that 
occurs at night tends to be more disturbing than that which occurs during 
the day.  Community noise is usually measured using Day-Night Average 
Level (Ldn), which is the 24-hour average noise level with a 10-dBA penalty 
for noise occurring during nighttime (10 p.m. to 7 a.m.) hours, or 
Community Noise Equivalent Level (CNEL), which is the 24-hour average 
noise level with a 5 dBA penalty for noise occurring from 7 p.m. to 10 p.m.  
and a 10 dBA penalty for noise occurring from 10 p.m. to 7 a.m.  Noise 
levels described by Ldn and CNEL usually do not differ by more than one 
dB. 

Noise-sensitive receptors are land uses that are considered more 
sensitive to noise than others.  Homes, hospitals, schools, and libraries are 
most sensitive to noise intrusion and, therefore, have more stringent noise 
exposure targets than manufacturing or industrial uses that are not 
subject to effects such as sleep disturbance. The existing 2020 Town of 
Los Gatos General Plan Noise Element establishes criteria for acceptable 
land use compatibility and exterior noise standards according to land use, 
as shown in Tables 8.5-1 and 8.5-2 (Los Gatos Town Council 2010).  
Generally, for residential areas, these exterior noise guidelines apply to 
backyards.  These standards and criteria are incorporated into the land 
use planning process to reduce future noise and land use 
incompatibilities.   

The Los Gatos General Plan Noise Element also requires new residential 
projects and other noise sensitive receptors to provide for an interior 
CNEL of 45 dB.  Furthermore, new development is encouraged to maintain 
the existing ambient noise level.   
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Table 8.5-1 Relevant Land Use Noise Compatibility Criteria 

Land Use 
Category 

Community Noise Exposure Ldn or CNEL, dB 

Normally 
Acceptable 

Conditionally 
Acceptable 

Normally 
Unacceptable 

Clearly 
Unacceptable 

Residential – Low 
Density Single 
Family, Duplex, 
Mobile Homes 

50-60 55-70 70-75 75-85 

Residential – 
Multi Family 

50-65 60-70 70-75 75-80 

Transient Lodging 
– Motels, Hotels 

50-65 60-70 70-80 80-85 

Schools, Libraries, 
Churches, 
Hospitals, 
Nursing Homes 

50-65 60-70 70-80 80-85 

Auditoriums, 
Concert Halls, 
Amphitheaters 

50-70 N/A N/A 65-85 

Sports Arena, 
Outdoor 
Spectator Sports 

N/A 50-75 N/A 70-85 

Playgrounds, 
Neighborhood 
Parks 

N/A 50-70 68-75 73-85 

Golf Courses, 
Riding Stables, 
Water Recreation, 
Cemeteries 

N/A 50-75 70-80 80-85 

Office Buildings, 
Business 
Commercial and 
Professional 

50-70 68-78 75-85 N/A 

Industrial, 
Manufacturing 
Utilities, 
Agriculture 

50-75 70-80 75-85 N/A 

Source: Town of Los Gatos, 2010  

 

In addition to the acceptable noise compatibility standards, Los Gatos has 
established outdoor noise limits, which represent long-range community 
goals for different land use designations within the Town.  These outdoor 
noise limits are shown below in Table 8.5-2.  The Town of Los Gatos 
Municipal Code describes when and how construction actives may occur, 
with the goal of reducing any short-term impacts from construction noise.   

Table 8.5-2 Outdoor Noise Limits, Los Gatos Town Code 

Land Use 
Category 

Maximum Ldn 
Value 

Maximum Leq 
24 Value 

Comparable 
Noise Source 

Response 

 

Residential 55 dBA  Light auto 
traffic (100 

feet) 

Quiet 

Commercial  70 dBA Freeway 
traffic (50 

feet) 

Telephone use 
difficult 

Industrial  70 dBA Freeway 
traffic (50 

feet) 

Telephone use 
difficult 

Open Space: 
Intensive 
(Developed Park) 

 55 dBA Light auto 
traffic (100 

feet) 

Quiet 

Open Space: 
Passive (Nature 
Park) 

 50 dBA Light auto 
traffic (100 

feet) 

Quiet 

Hospital  55 dBA Light auto 
traffic (100 

feet) 

Quiet 

Educational  55 dBA Light auto 
traffic (100 

feet) 

Quiet 

Source: Town of Los Gatos, 2010 

Los Gatos Noise Setting 

The main noise source throughout the Town is vehicular traffic traveling 
on SR 9, SR 17 and SR 85.  Additional sources include major arterials, 
commercial and industrial activity, construction, and special events.   

Traffic 

Traffic is the main source of noise in Los Gatos.  Noise levels are typically 
highest along SR 17 and SR 85 as well as along major arterials.  The major 
roadways that serve the Town and contribute to mobile noise are 
Blossom Hill Road, Lark Avenue, Los Gatos-Saratoga Road (SR 9), Los 
Gatos Boulevard, and Winchester Boulevard.  SR 17 bisects the Town of 
Los Gatos and SR 85 runs through the northern portion of the Town.  
Many homes are located adjacent to these roadways.  There are also 
several schools and churches near SR 17, Los Gatos Boulevard, Blossom 
Hill Road, and Winchester Boulevard throughout Los Gatos.   
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Stationary Sources 

Commercial and industrial land uses located near residential areas 
currently generate occasional noise impacts.  The primary noise sources 
associated with these facilities are delivery trucks, air compressors, 
generators, outdoor loudspeakers, and gas venting.  Other significant 
stationary noise sources in the Town include construction activities, street 
sweepers, and gas-powered leaf blowers.  Airports, fire and police 
stations, hospitals, schools, and parks also generate occasional stationary 
noise impacts.  Most of the noise impacts from these stationary sources 
are temporary and intermittent. 

Construction Noise 

Typical activities associated with construction are highly noticeable 
temporary noise sources.  Noise from construction activities are 
generated by two primary sources: (1) the transport of workers and 
equipment to construction sites; and (2) the noise related to active 
construction equipment.  These noise sources can be a nuisance to local 
residents and businesses depending on type, location, and timing. 

Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

Federal Transportation Administration Vibration Impact Criteria.  The 
Vibration Impact Criteria thresholds adopted by the Federal Transit 

Administration are designed to identify acceptable noise levels for noise‐
sensitive buildings, residences, and institutional land uses near railroads. 
Vibration is measured in vibration velocity in decibels (VdB). The 
thresholds that apply to residences and buildings where people normally 
sleep (e.g., nearby residences) are 72 VdB for frequent events (more than 
70 events of the same source per day), 75 VdB for occasional events (30 
to 70 vibration events of the same source per day), and 80 VdB for 
infrequent events (less than 30 vibration events of the same source per 
day).   

Federal Aviation Regulations (FAR) Part 150, Airport Noise 
Compatibility Planning.  Advisory in nature, FAR Part 150 prescribes a 
system for measuring airport noise impacts and presents guidelines for 
identifying incompatible land uses.  Completion of an FAR Part 150 plan 
by the airport proprietor is a prerequisite for obtaining Federal Aviation 
Administration funding for noise abatement projects. 

Title 23 of the Code of Federal Regulations, Part 772.  The Federal 

Highway Administration (FHWA) requires new federal or federal‐aid 
highway construction projects, or alterations to existing highways that 
significantly change either the horizontal or vertical alignment and/or 

increases the number of through‐traffic lanes, to abatement noise per 
Title 23 of the Code of Federal Regulations.  FHWA considers noise 
abatement for sensitive receivers such as picnic areas, recreation areas, 
playgrounds, active sport areas, parks, residences, motels, hotels, schools, 

churches, libraries, and hospitals when “worst‐hour” noise levels approach 
or exceed 67 dBA Leq.  Caltrans has further defined the definition of 
approaching the noise abatement criteria (NAC) to be 1 dBA below the 
NAC (e.g., 66 dBA Leq is considered approaching the NAC for Category B 
activity areas).   

State 

California Code of Regulations (Title 24).  Known as the California 
Building Code, Title 24 contains standards for allowable interior noise 
levels associated with exterior noise sources.  The standards state that, 
“Interior noise levels attributable to exterior sources shall not exceed 45 
dB in any habitable room.”  The standards apply to new hotels, motels, 

dormitories, apartment houses, and dwellings other than detached single‐
family residences.  The code goes on to indicate that: “Residential 
structures to be located where the annual Ldn or CNEL exceeds 60 dB 
shall require an acoustical analysis showing that the proposed design will 
achieve the prescribed allowable interior level.  For public use airports or 
heliports, the Ldn or CNEL shall be determined from the airport land use 
plan prepared by the County in which the airport is located.  For all other 
airports or heliports, or public use airports or heliports for which a land use 
plan has not been developed, the Ldn or CNEL shall be determined from 
the noise element of the general plan of the local jurisdiction.”  

California Code of Regulations (Title 21).  The State Division of 

Aeronautics has adopted standards for airport‐related noise.  The 
standards establish an acceptable noise level of 65 dB for uses near 
airports.  This standard applies to persons residing in urban residential 
areas where houses are of typical California construction and may have 
windows partially open.   

California Department of Transportation Construction Vibration.  The 
California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) has adopted guidance 
for construction vibrations.  Caltrans uses a vibration limit of 12.7 mm/sec 
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(0.5 inches/sec) Peak Particle Velocity (PPV) for buildings that are 
structurally sound and designed to modern engineering standards.   

California Government Code Section 65302(f).  California Government 
Code Section 65302(f) requires all general plans to include a Noise 

Element that addresses noise‐related impacts in the community.  The 
State Office of Planning and Research (OPR) has prepared guidelines for 
the content of the Noise Element, which includes the development of 
current and future noise level contour maps.  These maps must include 
contours for the following sources: 

▪ Highways and freeways; 

▪ Primary arterials and major local streets; 

▪ Passenger and freight on‐line railroad operations and ground 
rapid transit systems; 

▪ Commercial, general aviation, heliport, and military airport 
operations, aircraft flyovers, jet engine teststands, and all other 
ground facilities and maintenance functions related to airport 
operation; 

▪ Local industrial plants, including, but not limited to, railroad 
classification yards; and 

▪ Other stationary ground noise sources identified by local agencies 
as contributing to the community noise environment.   

Local 

Los Gatos Town Code.  In addition to acceptable noise ranges laid out in 
the Town of Los Gatos General Plan Noise Element, Chapter 16, Article 2 
of the Los Gatos Town Code establishes noise disturbance curfews, 
maximum exterior and interior noise levels for residential, commercial and 
industrial zones by time of day.  These noise thresholds are replicated in 
Table 8.5-2 of this document.   

8.6 Aviation Hazards 

This section describes the aviation facilities near the Town of Los Gatos, 
specifically the San Jose International Airport.   

Major Findings 

▪ The Norman Y.  Mineta San Jose International Airport (SJC) is 
located nine miles north of Los Gatos. 

▪ The Town of Los Gatos is not within the noise contours for SJC. 

▪ Although SJC does have some transient military operations, the 
Town of Los Gatos is not located near any military base, air space, 
or flight path necessary to military operations. 

Existing Conditions 

There are five airports in Santa Clara County, none of which are within five 
miles of the Town of Los Gatos.  SJC is the closest to Los Gatos, located 
approximately nine miles north of the Town.  The airport is accessible via 
I-880 from Los Gatos.   

SJC is owned and operated by the City of San Jose and is the only Air 
Carrier airport in Santa Clara County.  Air Carrier aviation is defined as 
scheduled commercial passenger flights and includes scheduled airfreight 
flights.  SJC is classified as a Medium Hub Airport based on the number 
of annual passenger enplanements.  In the 2017 – 2018 fiscal year, 13.5 
million passengers used this airport and it was one of the fastest growing 
airports in the United States. 

The airport serves many different types of aircraft including single-engine 
and multi-engine piston aircraft, turboprop, jet, and helicopters.  Airport 
operations include Air Carrier, general aviation, air taxi/commuter, and 
military activities.  The airport also serves as a base of operations for local 
pilots, a place to conduct business, and a point of emergency access for 
the region. 

The airport currently covers 1,050 acres and consists of three parallel 
runways: Runway 30R-12L, Runway 30L-12R and Runway 29-11.  
Runways 30R-12L and 30L-12R have grooved concrete surfaces 11,000 
feet long by 150 feet wide, high intensity runway lights, and Precision 
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Approach Path Indicators at both ends of the runways.  Runway 29-11 has 
a paved asphalt surface 4,599 feet long by 100 feet wide, has medium 
intensity runway lights, and Precision Approach Path Indicators at both 
ends of the runway. 

Projected Airport Growth 

SJC has undergone significant expansion, both in the runways and in the 
west side facilities, where there has been significant Fixed Base Operator 
(FBO) facility expansion to accommodate corporate aircraft.  The airport 
passenger terminal area has also undergone a significant expansion to 
accommodate the anticipated increase in passenger traffic.  This has 
made this airport very attractive as a destination for passengers and 
corporate aircraft visiting northern Santa Clara Valley. 

Most airfield improvement projects planned for SJC have been completed.  
According to the 2018 Master Plan Status Report, additional future 
projects that are planned at the airport include: 

▪ Additional four-gate interim expansion of gates #31 – 34; 

▪ Potential redesign of the various cargo and airport/airline support 
facilities on the southside of the airport; 

▪ Completion of an analysis on methods to improve airfield 
operational safety; and 

▪ Replacement of shuttle buses with an electric-powered fleet. 

The San Jose International Comprehensive Land Use Plan (CLUP) 
forecasts aircraft operations at the airport for the year 2027.   The number 
of annual aircraft operations at SJC, as presented in Table 2-1 of the 
CLUP, is forecast to increase from a recorded 188,462 operations in 2006 
to 330,000 operations by 2027. 

Safety 

The CLUP is intended to safeguard the welfare of the inhabitants within 
the vicinity of SJC and the aircraft occupants.  This is to ensure that 
people and facilities are not concentrated in areas susceptible to aircraft 
accidents.  Airport safety zones, including runway protection zones, are 
established to minimize the number of people exposed to potential 

aircraft accidents by imposing density and use limitations in these zones.   
The boundary of these zones is located on approximately 23 acres 
surrounding SJC.  This designated limited land use area does not extend 
farther south than I-280 in San Jose and is approximately six miles north 
of the Town of Los Gatos.   

Airport Noise 

The SJC CLUP sets forth projected noise levels and noise standards.  
Figure 5 of the CLUP shows projected CNEL noise contours for the airport.  
As shown in the figure, Los Gatos is outside of the contours and is not 
directly affected by aviation operational noise.   

Military Operations 

Local aircraft operations at SJC include some limited military operations 
including training activities by both aircraft based at the airport and 
aircraft from other airports in nearby communities.  Military operations are 
forecast to increase from 97 in 2006 to 800 in 2027.   Military operations 
consist of both fixed-wing and helicopter operations.   

Land Use Compatibility 

The Comprehensive Airport Land Use Plan (CALUP) for Santa Clara 
County is intended to protect and promote the safety and welfare of 
residents near the public use airports in the county, as well as airport 
users, while promoting the continued operation of the six airports covered 
by the plan.  It includes a description of the referral area boundaries, noise 
compatibility standards, safety compatibility standards, airspace 
protection standards, and other land use policies for the six public use 
airports in the county.  The compatibility policies address airport-related 
impacts regarding noise, safety, airspace protection, and overflight 
concerns.  In accordance with State law, the County of Santa Clara 
amended their general plan and zoning ordinance to incorporate the 
compatibility criteria and compatibility zones established by the ALUC for 
SJC.  Section 65302.3 of the Government Code requires general plans and 
applicable specific plans to be consistent with amended CALUPs.  The 
Town of Los Gatos falls outside of the Safety Restriction Areas for SJC 
and is outside of the Airport Influence Area which is the boundary for the 
SJC CLUP. 
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

Federal Aviation Regulations.  Federal Aviation Regulations (FARs) are 
rules established by the FAA governing all civilian and, to a lesser extent, 
military aviation activities in the United States.  FARs are designed to 
promote aviation safety.  They are developed and approved through a 
formal federal rule-making process and address a wide variety of aviation 
activities, including aircraft design, flight procedures, pilot training 
requirements, and airport design.  FARs concerning aircraft flight generally 
preempts any State or local regulations.   

State 

California Aviation System Plan-Policy Element.  The California Aviation 
System Plan-Policy Element (2011) is the primary document that explains 
and guides the business of the Division of Aeronautics that is housed in 
the California Department of Transportation.  The Division’s primary duties 
and functions are defined by statute codified in the State Aeronautics Act 
(originally the State Aeronautics Commission Act of 1947) and published 
in the California Public Utilities Code, Section 21001 et seq.  The Policy 
Element is one of multiple elements that comprise the larger California 
Aviation System Plan (CASP), the means by which continuous aviation 
system planning is conducted by the State. 

California Airport Land Use Planning Handbook (2011).  The California 
Airport Land Use Planning Handbook (Handbook) provides examples of 
safety zones for five types of general aviation runways, an air carrier 
runway, and a military runway.  These safety zones subdivide the airport 
vicinity into as many as six safety zones.  The shapes and sizes of the 
zones are largely based on the spatial distribution of aircraft accidents.  
Each safety zone is characterized by a risk level that is distinct from the 
other zones.  The Handbook provides a qualitative description of the land 
use characteristics considered acceptable or unacceptable within each of 
the six basic safety zones.  The Handbook also presents a set of specific 
safety compatibility criteria guidelines formulated to limit the number of 
people residing and working in areas exposed to greater risk of an aircraft 
accident. 

Local 

Airport Land Use Commission.  Airport Land Use Commissions (ALUCs) 
have been established for all counties with public use airports within the 
state of California.  ALUCs are formed with the specific intent of 
implementing State law regarding airports and surrounding land use 
compatibility.  With limited exceptions an ALUC is required by California 
law in every county with airports in their jurisdiction.  Each ALUC must 
develop a plan for promoting and ensuring compatibility between each 
airport in the county and surrounding land uses.  The Santa Clara County 
ALUC is composed of seven members, two appointed by the Santa Clara 
County Board of Supervisors, two appointed by the Santa Clara County 
City Selection Committee, two appointed by a committee composed of 
the Aviation Director of SJC and the Director of the County Roads and 
Airports Department, and one appointed at large by the ALUC.  Section 
21675 of the Public Utilities Code of California requires the ALUC to 
formulate and maintain a comprehensive land use plan (CLUP) for the 
area surrounding each public-use airport within Santa Clara County.  A 
CLUP may also be developed for a military airport at the discretion of the 
ALUC.  The County has four public-use airports, San Jose International, 
Palo Alto Airport, Reid-Hillview Airport, and South County Airport, and one 
federally owned airport used by the military, NASA, and others, Moffett 
Federal Airfield.  SJC is defined as an Air Carrier Airport (as opposed to a 
General Aviation Airport) due to the type of aircraft that use this airport. 
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8.7 Hazards and Hazardous Materials 

This section describes issues related to hazardous materials in the Town 
of Los Gatos Planning Area.  This includes an overview of potentially 
hazardous waste sites and activities that may threaten human or 
environmental health and safety.  This section focuses on unregulated 
spill or release sites that have been recognized in the community.   

Major Findings  

▪ No National Priority List sites exist in Los Gatos; however, several 
exist in Santa Clara County cities to the north. 

▪ Four hazardous material sites exist in Los Gatos and are 
regulated by the California Department of Toxic Substances 
Control (DTSC).  Two of these sites, Maxxim Medical and 
Swanson Ford Dealership, have been remediated and redeveloped 
with other uses.  

▪ Fifty-one facilities are designated Air Toxics Hot Spots. 

▪ In the Los Gatos Planning Area there are 12 open hazardous 
materials sites that could contaminate groundwater, as well as, 
13 permitted underground storage tanks.  The Los Gatos Planning 
Area has 92 other sites have been cleaned up and closed.   

▪ Santa Clara County Fire Department issues Hazardous Materials 
Permits to all businesses requiring their permits. 

▪ Santa Clara County Fire Department administers hazardous 
materials, hazardous waste, and underground storage tank 
programs for the Town of Los Gatos. 

Existing Conditions 
A hazardous material is defined under the California Health and Safety 
Code Section 25141 as a substance that causes “an increase in mortality 
or an increase in serious, irreversible, or incapacitating illness,” or poses “a 
substantial present or potential hazard to human health or the 
environment, when improperly treated, stored, transported, or disposed of, 
or otherwise managed.”  This can include a wide variety of substances, 

such as flammable or explosive materials, infectious materials such as 
microbes, corrosive substances such as acids, or other dangerous 
materials such as poisons or radioactive substances.  Some materials are 
always hazardous or potentially hazardous, while others only pose a 
danger in certain conditions.  For example, some flammable materials are 
inert and relatively harmless unless they are exposed to a heat source or 
spark. 

Hazardous materials are usually contained in specially designed vessels 
and subject to appropriate protocols regarding how they are handled, 
stored, transported, used, and disposed of.  However, when these 
materials leak or escape, they can expose people and objects in the 
vicinity to their harmful effects.  Hazardous material releases can occur 
because of another emergency, such as an earthquake or flood, that 
breaks the storage container.  Releases could happen as a result of 
human error or an equipment malfunction, or more rarely, as a deliberate 
act.   

The California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA) has the 
authority and responsibility to establish a unified hazardous waste and 
hazardous materials management and regulatory program, commonly 
referred to as the Unified Program.  The purpose of the Unified Program is 
to consolidate and coordinate six different hazardous materials and 
hazardous waste programs, and to ensure that they are consistently 
implemented throughout the State. 

The Santa Clara County Fire Department issues Hazardous Materials 
Permits to all businesses handling such materials in the Town of Los 
Gatos and two other local communities.  Santa Clara County Fire 
Department also administers hazardous materials, hazardous waste, and 
underground storage tank programs for the Town of Los Gatos and other 
local communities. 

Hazardous Material Sites 

The safe use, manufacture, production, transportation, storage, treatment, 
disposal, and clean-up of hazardous materials and hazardous wastes 
present a potential threat to the health and safety of those who are using 
the materials and those who could be affected by improper or accidental 
release or disposal.  Hazardous materials include all toxic, flammable, 
combustible, corrosive, poisonous, and radioactive substances, which 
possess the potential to bring harm to the public or the environment.  An 
important subcategory of hazardous materials is hazardous waste.   
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Common sources of hazardous materials in Los Gatos include: 

▪ Air emissions from industrial land uses; 

▪ Chemical contamination from industrial processors; 

▪ Pesticide contamination from historic agricultural activities; and 

▪ Soil and groundwater contamination from industrial and 
commercial activities. 

The Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) and the SCVWD have 
identified hazardous sites and established programs for cleanup and 
prevention of further site contamination.  The RWQCB tracks data about 
underground fuel tanks, fuel pipelines and public drinking water supplies.  
The RWQCB also tracks the cleanup progress of identified sites, and 
grants case closure when the cleanup has been adequately completed.   

The Town is located within the Santa Clara Valley Groundwater sub-basin.  
Although a large number of Superfund sites are located within the sub-
basin, there are few groundwater quality impacts from the chemical 
contamination on these sites.  Overall, the SCVWD’s groundwater 
protection programs have been effective in protecting the groundwater 
basin from contamination. 

No National Priority List (NPL) or Superfund sites exist in Los Gatos.  The 
closest sites exist in Santa Clara (at Intersil Inc./Siemens Components) 
and in San Jose (at Lorentz Barrel and Drum Co.), both north of Los Gatos.  
Several other NPL sites also exist north of Los Gatos in Santa Clara 
County and the South Bay Area.   

The California Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) maintains 
a list known as the Cortese List, which identifies sites where hazardous 
materials are present and cleanup activities are necessary.  There are four 
facilities in the Town of Los Gatos on the Cortese List.  The sites are 
mapped in Figure 8.7-1, and the status of each site is summarized in 
Table 8.7-1. Two of these sites, Maxxim Medical and Swanson Ford 
Dealership, have been remediated and redeveloped with other uses. 

In addition, there are 51 facilities in Los Gatos that emit toxic substances 
and are subject to the Air Toxics Hot Spots reporting requirements under 
AB 2588.  Toxic air pollutants from these facilities include diesel engine 

exhaust particulates, formaldehyde, perchloroethylene, benzene, ethyl 
benzene, ethylene dichloride, methylene chloride, trichloroethylene, and 
vinyl chloride.   
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Table 8.7-1 Hazardous Material Sites in Los Gatos 

Site Name2 Address Site ID Type Status/ Pollutant 

Becton-Dickinson 14300 Winchester Blvd. 4330011 Tiered permit Metals, volatile and semi-volatile organic compounds, 
BTEX, and phthalates; Preliminary Endangerment 
assessment conducted and Health Risk Assessment 
submitted in 2002. 

Maxxim Medical 14300 Winchester Blvd. 71002289 Tiered permit Metals, volatile and semi-volatile organic compounds, 
BTEX, and phthalates; Preliminary Endangerment 
assessment conducted and Health Risk Assessment 
submitted in 2002. 

Nova Alternative Education 809 University Ave. 60001072 School evaluation Potential contaminants include gasoline, diesel and oil 
range hydrocarbons, BTEX and fuel oxygenates, 
solvents, and naturally occurring asbestos.  
Environmental Oversite Agreement terminated in 
2009. 

Swanson Ford Dealership1 16005 Los Gatos Blvd. 60000320 Evaluation Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons found in 2006 
Environmental Site Assessment.  1500 cubic yards of 
soil to be excavated. 

1Swanson Ford Dealership is no longer in business, but the California Department of Toxic Substance Controls still lists the site as under “Evaluation”. 

Source: California Department of Toxic Substances Control, 2018 

2Two of these sites above, Maxxim Medical and Swanson Ford Dealership, have been remediated and redeveloped with other uses. 
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The California State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) maintains a 
separate list of sites with hazardous materials that may contaminate 
groundwater supplies.  There are 140 of these facilities located in Los 
Gatos, some of which are also listed by DTSC.  Of these 140 facilities, 92 
have completed all cleanup activities and formal case closure decisions 
have been issued, although any future development activities on these 
sites may require additional remediation activities and special permitting 
to ensure that people and the environment are not exposed to any newly 
unearthed contaminated material.  Another 11 sites are listed as open, 
one of which is inactive, one which is eligible for closure, and others which 
require remediation, site assessment, and/or verification monitoring.  
These include several dry cleaners, Lark Avenue Car Wash, and King’s 
Court Shopping Center.  Twelve sites are dry cleaners requiring only 
informational items.  There are also 13 permitted underground storage 
tanks in Town, which may store hazardous or potentially hazardous 
materials. 

Hazardous Materials Transport 

Transportation of hazardous materials and waste is regulated by the 
California Code of Regulations, Title 26.  The California Department of 
Transportation (Caltrans) is the primary regulatory authority for the 
interstate transport of hazardous materials and establishes safe handling 
procedures for packaging, marking, labeling, routing, etc.  The California 
Highway Patrol and Caltrans enforce federal and State regulations and 
respond to hazardous materials transportation emergencies.  Emergency 
responses are coordinated as necessary between federal, State, and local 
governmental authorities and private entities through a State-mandated 
Emergency Management Plan.   

Major transportation routes within the Town include SR 17 and SR 85, 
surface streets, and the Southern Pacific Railroad.  These transportation 
routes are used to transport hazardous materials from suppliers to users.  
Transportation accidents involving hazardous materials could occur on 
any of the routes, potentially resulting in explosions, physical contact by 
emergency response personnel, environmental degradation, and exposure 
to the public via airborne exposure.  Aircraft and watercraft also may 
transport small amounts of hazardous waste, although accidents 
involving these vehicles may pose a greater environmental risk. 

The risk from pipelines in Los Gatos involves existing in-service natural 
gas pipelines.  The Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) provides 
natural gas service to Los Gatos and operates pipelines in the community.  

A large transmission line for natural gas enters the Town from the north 
along Winchester Boulevard, running to the west of Vasona Lake County 
Park, then turning east at Blossom Hill Road and terminating at Roberts 
Road and Fisher Avenue.  In 2015, PG&E conducted a tree inspection 
along this pipeline and removed 35 trees on Town property and numerous 
trees on private properties that were growing above the distribution line.   

Hazardous Waste Disposal 

Landfills can have adverse impacts on surrounding properties, soils and 
the groundwater below the landfill.  The adverse impacts associated with 
these facilities are related to the kind of materials disposed of in them, 
which can consist of both non-hazardous (Class III), and hazardous waste 
(Class I), or a combination of both (Class II).  The Guadalupe Landfill, a 
Class III facility serving the Town of Los Gatos, is located at 15999 
Guadalupe Mines Road in the City of San Jose.   

Santa Clara County has implemented a free household hazardous waste 
disposal program for paint, solvents, batteries, and other common 
household hazardous materials.  Drop-off locations and times are offered 
throughout the County of Santa Clara.  The nearest drop-off locations to 
the Town are located in the adjacent City of San Jose.  Hazardous waste 
can also be disposed of at West Valley Collection and Recycling (WVCR).  
WVCR accepts common household wastes, as well as used motor oil and 
oil filters, aerosol cans, and E-waste, which includes batteries, televisions, 
computer equipment, and other electronic devices.  Certain electronics 
retailers often also accept e-waste for recycling and disposal. 

Agricultural Chemicals 

Agricultural production includes risks associated with agricultural 
chemicals such as pesticides and organic /inorganic fertilizers.  
Residential uses in proximity of agricultural operations that use pesticides 
increase the chance of health risks.  Pesticide application permits are 
renewed on an annual basis by the County Agricultural Commissioner.  
The Commissioner’s office compiles reports required of farmers and other 
users of agricultural pesticides that provide complete, site-specific 
documentation of the state of agriculture in the County. 
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Regulatory Setting 

Federal 

U.S.  Environmental Protection Agency.  EPA is the agency primarily 
responsible for enforcement and implementation of federal laws and 
regulations pertaining to hazardous materials.  Applicable federal 
regulations pertaining to hazardous materials are contained in the Code of 
Federal Regulations (CFR) Titles 29, 40, and 49.  Hazardous materials, as 
defined in the CFR, are listed in 49 CFR 172.101.  The management of 
hazardous materials is governed by the following laws:  

▪ Resource Conservation and Recovery Act of 1976 (RCRA) (42 U.S.  
Code [USC] 6901 et seq.);  

▪ Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and 
Liability Act of 1980 (CERCLA, also called the Superfund Act) (42 
USC 9601 et seq.);  

▪ Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) (7 
USC 136 et.  Seq.); and  

▪ Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act (SARA) of 1986 
(Public Law 99 499).   

These laws and associated regulations include specific requirements for 
facilities that generate, use, store, treat, and/or dispose of hazardous 
materials.  EPA provides oversight and supervision for federal Superfund 
investigation/remediation projects, evaluates remediation technologies, 
and develops hazardous materials disposal restrictions and treatment 
standards.   

Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA).  Under RCRA, EPA 
regulates hazardous waste from the time that the waste is generated until 
its final disposal.  RCRA also gives EPA or an authorized State the 
authority to conduct inspections to ensure that individual facilities comply 
with regulations, and to pursue enforcement action if a violation is 
discovered.  EPA can delegate its responsibility to a state if the state's 
regulations are at least as stringent as the federal regulations.  RCRA was 
updated in 1984 by the passage of the Federal Hazardous and Solid 
Waste Amendments, which required phasing out land disposal of 

hazardous waste.  Title 22, Section 66261.24 of the CCR defines 
characteristics of toxicity, which is used to help guide the federal program.   

Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability 
Act (CERCLA).  CERCLA, commonly known as Superfund, established 
prohibitions and requirements concerning closed and abandoned 
hazardous waste sites; provided for liability of persons responsible for 
releases of hazardous waste at these sites; and established a trust fund to 
provide for cleanup when no responsible party could be identified.  Under 
CERCLA, EPA has the authority to hold parties responsible for releases of 
hazardous substances and require their cooperation in site remediation.   

The Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA).  FIFRA 
(7 USC 136 et seq.) provides federal control of pesticide distribution, sale, 
and use.  EPA was given authority under FIFRA not only to study the 
consequences of pesticide usage, but also to require users (farmers, utility 
companies, and others) to register when purchasing pesticides.  Later 
amendments to the law required users to take exams for certification as 
applicators of pesticides.  All pesticides used in the United States must be 
registered (licensed) by EPA.  Registration assures that pesticides will be 
properly labeled and that, if used in accordance with specifications, they 
will not cause unreasonable harm to the environment.   

Superfund Amendments and Reauthorization Act (SARA) Title III, the 
Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act.  SARA requires 
companies to declare potential toxic hazards to ensure that local 
communities can plan for chemical emergencies.  EPA maintains a 
National Priority List of uncontrolled or abandoned hazardous waste sites 
identified for priority remediation under the Superfund program.  EPA also 
maintains the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 
and Liability Information System (CERCLIS) database, which contains 
information on hazardous waste sites, potential hazardous waste sites, 
and remedial activities across the nation.   

Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA).  The OSHA of 
the U.S.  Department of Labor is responsible for enforcement and 
implementation of federal laws and regulations pertaining to worker 
health and safety.  Workers at hazardous waste sites must receive 
specialized training and medical supervision according to the Hazardous 
Waste Operations and Emergency Response (HAZWOPER) regulations 
(29 CFR 1910.120).   
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Hazardous Waste Operations and Emergency Response (HAZWOPER).  
HAZWOPER requirements include federal regulations that involve 
procedures for clean-up operations required by a governmental body 
involving hazardous substances that are conducted at uncontrolled 
hazardous waste sites.  This includes the EPA's National Priority Site List 
(NPL), State priority site lists, sites recommended for the EPA NPL, and 
other initial investigations of government-identified sites, which are 
conducted before the presence or absence of hazardous substances has 
been ascertained.  A person who is engaged in work with any potential for 
exposure to hazardous substances must comply with HAZWOPER 
regulations.   

State 

The Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC).  DTSC is a division 
of California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA) and has primary 
regulatory responsibility over hazardous materials in California, working in 
conjunction with the federal EPA to enforce and implement hazardous 
materials laws and regulations.  DTSC can delegate enforcement 
responsibilities to local jurisdictions.   

The Hazardous Waste Control Act.  The hazardous waste management 
program enforced by DTSC was created by the Hazardous Waste Control 
Act (California Health and Safety Code Section 25100 et seq.), which is 
implemented by regulations described in CCR Title 26.  The State program 
is similar to, but more stringent than, the federal program under RCRA.  
The regulations list materials that may be hazardous, and establish 
criteria for their identification, packaging, and disposal.  Environmental 
health standards for management of hazardous waste are contained in 
California Code of Regulations (CCR) Title 22, Division 4.5.  In addition, as 
required by California Government Code Section 65962.5, DTSC maintains 
a Hazardous Waste and Substances Site List for the State called the 
Cortese List.   

Unified Program.  CalEPA has established a unified hazardous waste and 
hazardous materials management regulatory program (Unified Program) 
as required by Senate Bill 1082 (1993).  The Unified Program consolidates, 
coordinates, and makes consistent the administrative requirements, 
permits, inspections, and enforcement activities for the following 
environmental programs under CalEPA, the State Water Resources 
Control Board (SWRCB), including the Regional Water Quality Control 
Boards (RWQCB) within each region of the state, State Office of 
Emergency Services, and the State Fire Marshal:  

▪ Underground Storage Tank program;  

▪ Hazardous materials release response plans and inventories;  

▪ California Accidental Release Prevention Program (CalARPP);  

▪ Above ground Petroleum Storage Act requirements for spill 
prevention, control, and countermeasure plans; and  

▪ California Uniform Fire Code (UFC) hazardous material 
management plans and inventories.   

The six environmental programs within the Unified Program are 
implemented at the local level by local agencies, known for this purpose 
as Certified Unified Program Agencies (CUPA).  CUPAs carry out the 
responsibilities previously handled by approximately 1,300 State and local 
agencies, providing a central permitting and regulatory agency for permits, 
reporting, and compliance enforcement.  Under the Unified Program, 
Santa Clara County Hazardous Materials Compliance Division issues 
Santa Clara County Fire Department hazardous materials permits in 
conjunction with hazardous waste permits for all businesses in Town.  

Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB).  The RWQCB is 
authorized by the Porter Cologne Water Quality Control Act of 1969 to 
protect the waters of the State.  The RWQCB provides oversight for sites 
where the quality of groundwater or surface waters is threatened.  
Extraction and disposal of contaminated groundwater due to 
investigation/remediation activities or due to dewatering during 
construction would require a permit from the RWQCB if the water were 
discharged to storm drains, surface water, or land.   

California Department of Pesticide Regulations, Department of Food 
and Agriculture, and the Department of Public Health.  The California 
Department of Pesticide Regulations (DPR), a division of CalEPA, in 
coordination with the California Department of Food and Agriculture 
(CDFA), a division of Measurement Standards, and the California 
Department of Public Health (CDPH) have the primary responsibility to 
regulate pesticide use, vector control, food, and drinking water safety.  
CCR Title 3 requires the coordinated response between the County 
Agricultural Commissioner and SBDEH to address the use of pesticides 
used in vector control for animal and human health on a local level.  DPR 
registers pesticides, and pesticide use is tracked by the County.  Title 22 is 
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used also to regulate both small (less than 200 connections regulated by 
the SBC Water District) and large CDPH water systems.   

California Department of Industrial Relations, Division of Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration.  The California Department of 
Industrial Relations, Division of Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (Cal/OSHA), assumes primary responsibility for developing 
and enforcing workplace safety regulations within the State.  Cal/OSHA 
standards are more stringent than federal OSHA regulations and are 
presented in CCR Title 8.  Standards for workers dealing with hazardous 
materials include practices for all industries (General Industry Safety 
Orders); specific practices are described for construction, hazardous 
waste operations, and emergency response.  Cal/OSHA conducts on site 
evaluations and issues notices of violation to enforce necessary 
improvements to health and safety practices.   

California Air Toxic “Hot Spots” (AB 2588) Program.  The Air Toxics "Hot 
Spots" Information and Assessment Act (AB 2588, Connelly, 1987: 
chaptered in the California Health and Safety Code Section 44300, et. al.) 
established a formal regulatory program for site-specific air toxics 
emissions inventory and health risk quantification that is managed by 
California air districts.  Under this program, a wide variety of industrial, 
commercial, and public facilities are required to report the types and 
quantities of toxic substances their facilities routinely release into the air.  
The goals of the Air Toxics Hot Spots (ATHS) program are to collect 
emissions data, to identify facilities with potential for localized health 
impacts, to ascertain health risks, to notify nearby residents of risks that 
are determined to warrant such notification, and to reduce significant 
risks. 

Local 

Santa Clara County Hazardous Materials Compliance Division.  HMCD 
issues Hazardous Materials Permits to all businesses handling such 
materials in the Town of Los Gatos and two other communities.  Abiding 
by the AB 2286 online filing requirements of 2008, HMCD has an online 
filing system for businesses to submit Hazardous Materials Business 
Plans and report underground storage tanks. 

County of Santa Clara Agricultural Commissioner.  The regulation of 
pesticide storage, application, and waste disposal is under the jurisdiction 
of the County Agricultural Commissioner; the Commissioner implements 
the Cal EPA Department of Pesticide Regulation (DPR).  The 

Commissioner’s office compiles reports required of farmers and other 
users of agricultural pesticides which provide complete, site-specific 
documentation of every pesticide application.  These requirements 
include pesticides used on parks, golf courses, cemeteries, rangeland and 
pastures, and along roadside and railroad rights-of-way.  The reports are 
transferred to the DPR and entered into a statewide database.   
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