
 

What Does “Entitlement” Mean, Anyway? 

In light of #FoodTruckGate, I have a new appreciation for people’s perceptions of Council actions and 

processes. You might be surprised to find out I’m not going to be talking about food trucks (it was 

addressed during the 03/02/22 Council meeting!); instead, I would like to talk about Alhambra 

Highlands.  

You likely received flyers a few months ago about a poll regarding input from Martinez residents 

about purchasing Alhambra Highlands. You may have also been frustrated that you didn’t actually get 

the poll (if you did, congrats! You are one of just under 500 people who did!). In general, people 

support the preservation of open space in Martinez. But so many folks who are new to the discussion 

have suggestions and ideas and alternatives that just may not be feasible at this stage in the project.  

So, how exactly did we get here? The Alhambra Highlands project predates me on the Council by 

decades. The original development project application from 1990 was revised and resubmitted in 

2008 incorporating reduction in developable area and number of dwelling units and included an 

increase in open space as mitigation for impacts to Alameda whipsnake critical habitat. The Alhambra 

Highlands project vesting tentative map, which ultimately included approximately 230 acres of open 

space, was granted final approval by City Council in July 2011, over ten years ago. At that time, the 

developer was asked to postpone moving forward as informal negotiations were conducted for a 

third party to buy the property. When that didn’t work out, the City initiated discussions to buy the 

property. Over time, an agreement was never reached and the negotiations expired in 2020.  

I was told that one of the challenges with identifying a partner to purchase this property is that some 

land trusts won’t purchase entitled property. So, what does “entitlement” mean anyway?  The 

development entitlement process is the legal process in which a real estate developer or landowner 

seeks to obtain government approval for their development plans. In this case, this property has been 

entitled since 2011. Because the land is entitled, its value has inherently increased. At this time, the 

asking price (no, that price is not flexible) is $20 million.  



So fast forward to late 2021. With no funding source identified, the City determined that a small 

parcel tax of the people of Martinez to fund the purchase of the property would be the only recourse. 

This would, of course, require a ballot measure to approve. The negotiation term was extended and a 

small agreement was reached. The City would allow the developer to finalize the map for Council 

approval in early 2022 when the vesting tentative map otherwise would expire in parallel with the 

City conducting a poll to determine if there is an appetite for such a tax to purchase the property.  

The final map came before the Council for approval on the February 16 meeting. The Council 

requested various clarifications from the City attorney who confirmed that so long as the final map is 

consistent with the vesting tentative map approved in 2011 and the City engineer approved the 

submittals were consistent and sufficient to be considered a timely filing, the council was legally 

required to adopt the final map.  

An important distinction (at least for me) is that putting the measure on the ballot is independent of 

adopting the final map. During a special workshop in February, the Council reviewed the results of the 

poll that was conducted in December 2021/January 2022. A ballot measure would require a 2/3 

approval (approximately 67%) to pass. In general, the results of the poll indicated that depending on 

the components of the proposed ballot measure (Alhambra Highlands only or Alhambra Highlands 

and other park maintenance funding), citizens were between 52 – 56% likely to vote for the ballot 

measure, which is not sufficient to pass.  

The City Council will determine if they would like to move forward with the ballot measure despite 

low poll numbers and will review potential ballot measure language during a special meeting of the 

City Council on March 9. If you are interested in participating in this discussion, I encourage you to 

attend the meeting. There are three potential paths forward here: 

1. Council opts not to put the measure on the ballot. The developer has 90 days to initiate the 

development process by paying their deposits and finalizing documents.   

2. Council opts to put the measure on the ballot in June 2022. The ballot measure passes and the 

City purchases the property for $20 million.  

3. Council opts to put the measure on the ballot in June 2022. The ballot measure does NOT pass. 

The developer has 120 days to initiate the development process by paying deposits and 

finalizing documents.  

If the Council opts to put this on the ballot, the City will be unable to advocate for the measure 

officially. Citizens, however, can spend their efforts advocating and educating the public in the hopes 

of increasing the 52% approval rating past the 67% threshold.  

If you have any questions or concerns about this or other topics, please contact me! 

bzorn@cityofmartinez.org.  

Brianne Zorn 

Martinez City Councilmember 
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