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Bad Altitude 
A California bill that 
would ban drones over 
private property gets 
mixed signals.

By Jeremy Lybarger

In 1946, Thomas Lee Causby, 
a chicken farmer in Greensboro, N.C., 
sued the U.S. government because 
low-flying military aircraft sowed ter-
ror and death among his birds. The 
Supreme Court ruled in Causby’s 
favor, arguing that property 
owners are entitled to tranquil 
airspace immediately overhead.

Last week, in a decision 
that seemed to resurrect the 
Causby case, the California 
Assembly Judiciary Committee 
voted 9-to-1 to pass SB 142, a bill 
that would ban drones from fl ying over 
private property at distances under 350 
feet without consent. “Drones have a 
lot of helpful and extremely innovative 
uses. But invading our privacy and 
property without permission shouldn’t 
be among them,” said Democratic state 
Sen. Hannah-Beth Jackson, who wrote 
the bill.

SB 142 has earned a lukewarm 
reception from privacy advocates and 
drone enthusiasts, including many 
in the Bay Area, the epicenter of the 
commercial drone industry. According 
to the venture capital database CB 
Insights, Northern California is home 
to six of the 10 commercial American 
drone companies that have secured the 
most venture capital.  

Bry-
an Galusha, 
cofounder 
of the personal 
drone accessory 
manufacturer Fighting 
Walrus, said privacy con-
cerns are legitimate but Jackson’s 
bill isn’t practical. “How do you enforce 
it, for one thing?” he asked. “How do 
you tell what’s 349 feet and what’s 351?”

Jackson’s offi  ce said the bill is more 
about prevention and establishing clear 
guidelines than about penalizing drone 
users. “We need to take extra precau-
tions to ensure [drones] don’t compro-
mise our privacy or security and blur 

long-standing boundaries between pub-
lic and private space,” Jackson said.

Mario Mairena, government rela-
tions manager for the lobbying group 
Association for Unmanned Vehicle 
Systems International, isn’t swayed. 
He counters that SB 142 would have a 

“drastic eff ect” on the drone indus-
try and handicap both jobs and 
innovation. “Plus, your privacy 
can be violated in any number of 
ways,” Mairena said, citing traffi  c 

cameras and store surveillance 
cameras as two examples.

For Jeremy Gillula of 
the Electronic Frontier 

Foundation, the bill is 
a “well-intentioned” 
eff ort to prevent 
“nuisance by drone.” 
Although the bill 
doesn’t forbid your 

neighbor from spy-
ing on you, Gillula 

said, it does prohibit 
your neighbor — or 

anyone else with a drone — 
from disturbing your peace.

Still, not all privacy advo-
cates are applauding. Brian 
Hearing, cofounder of drone 
detection company Drone 
Shield, wrote in an email to 
SF Weekly, “Bills focused 
on a technology instead of 

the illegal act don’t seem to 
work … Why not beef up pri-

vacy laws if that’s what they’re 
really trying to protect?”
Since Jackson’s bill would still 

permit drones to fl y over public spaces 
and someday deliver packages via drone, 
the privacy it protects is essentially the 
privacy of your own backyard. And if a 
drone operator is willing to fl y above 350 
feet into federal airspace, Gillula noted, 
“there’s plenty a drone equipped with a 
zoom lens can see from that altitude.”
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The Worm 
Has Turned
Chinatown residents accuse 
Supervisor Christensen of 
insulting their neighborhood, 
but is it a case of a word lost 
in translation?   

It’s not often that physics, the 
Board of Supervisors, and worms come 
together in a saga of political rivalries, 
but that’s what happened at a June 11 
press conference during which Supervi-
sor Julie Christensen called the Stockton 
Street Tunnel a “wormhole” connecting 
Union Square and Chinatown.

Christensen, whose District 3 in-
cludes Chinatown and Union Square, 
told reporters about the $100,000 she 

had secured to study potential pedes-
trian and bicycle safety improvements 
to the Stockton Street Tunnel.

“Union Square is known all over the 
world. Chinatown is known all over 
the world,” Christensen said. “� is is 
the wormhole that connects the two 
of them, and we’ve sort of left it as a 
transit afterthought.”

In a July 6 story in the World Jour-
nal — the largest Chinese-language 
newspaper in the U.S. — Christensen 
was lambasted for using “wormhole” 
to describe the tunnel. Rose Pak, a 
consultant for the Chinese Chamber 
of Commerce, told the newspaper that 
Christensen’s comment showed the 
supervisor “putting down the Chinese 
community’s position.” And Henry Der, 
former executive director of Chinese for 
Affi  rmative Action, deemed the super-
visor’s statement “very inappropriate.”

Der and Pak weren’t alone in their 
criticism. On July 10, protesters pick-
eted a Christensen press conference 
at Portsmouth Square with signs that 
translated as “Wanted: Julie Chris-
tensen, discrimination against ethnic 
Chinese, insults Chinatown.”

Der told SF Weekly that while he 
doesn’t consider the supervisor’s com-
ment racist, it does indicate that “her 
interaction with the community has 
been limited.” Der added, “A wormhole 
is a hole into the dirty ground — is 
that what she wants people to think 
about Chinatown?”

When World Journal asked Chris-
tensen to clarify her statement, she 
responded that a “wormhole is a theo-
retical passage through space-time that 
could create shortcuts for long jour-
neys across the universe.” No further 
explanation was given.

“Maybe she’s a big science fi ction 
fan,” Der mused. “Maybe she’s quot-
ing something dear to her heart. I’m 
not into Star Trek or Star Wars and 
couldn’t say.”

In fact, Christensen is a sci-fi  fan. As 
she told SF Weekly, for “those of us who 
love sci-fi , the wormhole is an intriguing 
topic.” Christensen said improvements 
to the tunnel are overdue and her de-
scription was an attempt “to portray the 
magic of the potential of that connec-
tion between the two neighborhoods.”

Christensen also suggested that 
her political opponents are distorting 
the comment. “I think Rose Pak is 
intentionally misrepresenting me,” 
Christensen said. “I respect Rose Pak. 
I admire the things she has done for 
Chinatown. I think her anger has got-
ten the best of her.”

(Pak has publicly endorsed Aaron 

Peskin, who is opposing Christensen in 
the 2016 District 3 race.)

At least some in the Chinese com-
munity side with Christensen. Two let-
ters — one signed by former candidate 
for Board of Supervisors Leon Chow — 
were delivered to the Millbrae offi  ces of 
World Journal on July 9 to protest the 
newspaper’s coverage.

Der’s advice to Christensen?  It 
would be “wiser to say, ‘I apologize — 
this was not a sensitive way to say what 
I was trying to say.’ People do under-
stand when you make a mistake and 
admit that.” Jack Morse

Prude 
Awakening 
New retail report calls 
Castro’s adult stores 
a “turnoff.”

At last count there were five 
adult stores in the Castro, and ac-
cording to a February broker focus 
group, the shops “can be a turn-off 
to family-focused retailers and larger 
brands concerned about their 
corporate image.”

� at concern, included in the 
recent Castro Retail Strategy report, 
could be dismissed as a conservative 
business line, except it jibes with 
the neighborhood’s ongoing tran-
sition. With 33 vacant storefronts, 
the Castro is struggling to keep pace 
with booming retail corridors such 
as Valencia Street and Hayes Valley. 
It’s also struggling to assimilate an 
increasingly diverse community. 
Although the Castro is still an LGBT 
mecca, the report suggests it’s time 
the neighborhood think about its 
future branding.

Will adult stores still play a role?
James Smith, manager of Rock 

Hard, says adult stores are “im-
portant for people’s sexual needs,” 
noting that his shop sells condoms 
and lubricants in addition to novel-
ties. “We were here before all these 
families,” Smith adds, but says he’s 
happy to babysit at the front count-
er while mothers dash in to browse.

For Lisa Blenky, an environ-
mental attorney who’s lived in 
the neighborhood for more than 
20 years, the Castro’s sex shops 
represent a colorful link to the com-
munity’s history. “Valencia used to 
be a lesbian corridor — now look at 
it,” she says. Blenky says sanitizing 
a community at the expense of its 
legacy is a mistake, even if it means 
new retail.

“I’m not saying there should be a 
dildo shop on every corner, but they 
also shouldn’t be in some ghetto,” 
Blenky says. And while nobody is 
yet proposing a moratorium on sex 
shops, the idea that what’s good for 
business is good for the neighbor-
hood may prove hard to resist. JL
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