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Project Review Process
Introduction
It has been suggested that Council consider if process changes should be made requiring review of certain AUD rental projects by the Planning Commission (PC) because of the complexity and community interest in these projects.  This is an important consideration for implementation of the AUD program, and Staff requests that it be the primary topic for discussion at the Joint Meeting of the Council and Planning Commission.  Representatives from the Architectural Board of Review (ABR) and Historic Landmarks Commission (HLC) will also be participating in the meeting.

The approach taken to develop the AUD Program involved policy tradeoffs (size, density, parking, etc.) that naturally make AUD projects potentially more controversial. Currently, apartment developments do not go to the Planning Commission.  Some feel that the HLC and ABR are not prepared to handle the controversy and intent of AUD projects, and that the PC may provide a better forum for community input and working through the policy purpose and controversy.
The design review boards generally do not take on the density issue (i.e., # of units); their primary charge is to focus on the physical building (size, bulk, and scale) and ensure that the aesthetics are appropriate and the building “fits” within the context of its neighborhood.  Questions with respect to the AUD Program are whether the objective is to produce a specific number of units, and whether the boards and commissions have the ability to reduce this number.  Staff believes that while there is no specific number, the objective should be to allow as many units as possible. The project design is also expected to be appropriate, and if the design review process reduced the size of the buildings, it may also reduce the number of units, making it difficult to advance the goals of the AUD Program.  Hence, we all must work together as best we can to see that the goals are not mutually exclusive.

Background
One key objective of the AUD Program is to support non-subsidized rental housing development.  Recently the development market is such that rental projects are becoming more attractive to funding entities and developers.  Rental housing demand is very high in Santa Barbara (61% of households are renters), and rental housing is an important factor in the jobs/housing equation.  Rental housing is allowed in all three density tiers of the AUD Program – Medium High (15-27 du/ac); High (28-38 du/ac); and the Priority Housing Overlay (39-63 du/ac).

The AUD Program has several different components from which some projects will be subject to review and approval by the PC (any condominium project of 5 units or more, any project proposing a building height greater than 45 feet); others do not require PC review (any rental project, or condominium of less than 5 units).  Historically, rental projects have not been subject to PC review because they do not involve a land use decision per se (PC typically reviews land use with Conditional Use Permits, Coastal Development Permits, subdivisions, zone changes, etc.).  The Zoning Ordinance has just a few exceptions to this general rule, and some of those standards have also changed with regard to PC review of modifications.  
State housing element law requires the City to identify both incentives and constraints that affect the development potential of needed housing.  The City’s Housing Element explains that the development review process can be both an incentive and constraint, depending on the objective.  With regard to community acceptance of development we believe the process is beneficial; however, with regard to time, money and risk to developers the process is a constraint.  
The AUD is a new program and considering the role of the PC is an open and valid question in Staff’s opinion.  During the last few weeks Staff has been developing a recommendation on whether we believe that, on balance requiring PC review of more significant rental housing projects would benefit the AUD process.  We started by identifying objectives; then considered how the process is currently working towards those objectives; what challenges exist in achieving the objectives; and then options or solutions to change the process, including the PC role.

Review Process Objectives 
· The process should further the objectives of the General Plan to support rental housing projects.
· Decision makers should have a full understanding of the AUD Program goals, objectives, tradeoffs, inherent tension, and the mechanisms that have been put in place to achieve the objectives and deal with the tensions. 
· Help the boards and commissions understand and communicate what their roles are and are not.  Develop an understanding and database for boards and commission of past projects explaining their successes or short comings.
· Have a coordinated land development review that is appropriate for the project type and size. 
· The process should be: easily accessible to the public, one that listens well, and where the public concerns/comments are addressed.
· The process should be realistic, within staffing resources and implemented quickly.
· Increase certainty for applicants.
Review Process Challenges

· The Land Development Team (LDT) process is underutilized by “design review only” projects.  PRT is useful in providing a coordinated review to identify issues and concerns as well as avoid late hits, ensure staff efficiency and provide comments.
· Project information provided to the ABR and HLC is limited.  Unlike the PC, Staff Reports with recommendations are not provided to design review boards.
· Design review boards have limited time to review projects and associated issues prior to review of the project.

· The public participation process is different between the design review boards and PC. 
· The design review process is focused on design and aesthetic issues, and may not be conducive to broader planning issues.
Potential Solution Options
Option 1.  Enhance support to design review boards.  This is necessary no matter what the role of the Planning Commission.  Staff is planning a review with the design review boards related to the CEQA process and findings adopted for the GPU, and additional discussions on the AUD program and associated policies.

Option 2.  Make use of the existing code provision that allows the ABR and HLC to refer projects to the PC for advice.  Currently the Municipal Code allows the ABR or HLC to refer projects that they determine to be “highly visible to the public”, to the PC for comments.  The PC comments will then be used by the ABR or HLC in their deliberations of the project.  For the purposes of the AUD Program, to meet the criteria of “highly visible to the public”, Staff believes there should be a combination of concerns related to the location, public views, size and parking associated with the project.
This option would also involve Staff review of projects through the Land Development  (LDT) process for projects of 10 new units or more &/or 3-4 stories. Staff would prepare a report to the ABR or HLC with recommendations on General Plan consistency and whether to refer the project to PC for comments.  ABR or HLC would decide if the project is referred to the PC, and if so the report, along with questions and concerns would be forwarded to the PC.  The project would be scheduled at the next available PC meeting consistent with noticing requirements.

 Option 3.  Amend the recently adopted AUD ordinance and establish a requirement for PC review.  Also consider if certain Staff Hearing Officer procedures should be changed to refer projects to the Planning Commission.
Setting clearer triggers adds certainty to the process for requiring PC review or when the ABR/HLC to refer projects to the PC for comments as part of their review is a judgment call that is hard to make to balance the time and resources expended with the value achieved.  If the trigger is far-reaching, it may result in a constraint, and the AUD is meant to be an incentive program.  Staff believes a more limiting trigger for PC review of even a few projects can still be useful to the ABR and HLC’s review of a project. 
Staff Recommendation  
At this time staff recommends the following and based on the discussion at the Joint Meeting we will follow up.  It is important to note that public input, including potential applicants was important in developing the AUD and this is a new topic that has not had much consideration to date.  Therefore, Staff believes should process changes be further explored it is necessary to seek additional input before implementing changes.
Staff recommends that Options 1 and 2 be implemented first before taking on a new ordinance amendment (Option 3) to create a new requirement for PC review.  Formal PC review would most likely involve an Ordinance amendment to the recently adopted AUD Program.  This option would take a minimum of 4-6 months (PC draft ordinance; PC hearing; Ordinance Committee; Council Introduction & Adoption).
Process Steps
· Hold work sessions with the ABR and HLC on the AUD Program objectives and roles.
· Require a LDT review for more significant projects (a minor change in the process is necessary to establish a new requirement and associated fees). 
· Allow one design review without a LDT review and require a LDT review prior to the second review at ABR or HLC.
· As part of the LDT process, Staff reviews the project for code and policy consistency, meets with the applicant; and prepares the staff reports for design review board/commission (and possibly PC).
· Review the schedule agreed to by staff and the applicant – generally both design board & PC meeting would occur within two months of the LDT review.
· The ABR or HLC reviews Staff Report and, if needed, forwards the project for comment by the PC.
.
· The PC review is for direction to applicant with the expectation that they render a majority opinion on specific issue areas.  The Staff and design review board may include recommended conditions of approval.  No action is taken by the PC, and their direction to the ABR or HLC is not appealable.
· The project returns to the ABR or HLC for Project Design Approval and other steps in review process as usual.
