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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:
November 25, 2014
TO:
Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM:
Planning Division, Community Development Department
SUBJECT:
Appeal Of Single Family Design Board Denial Of A Residence On Lot 2 Of The 3626 San Remo Drive Subdivision
RECOMMENDATION: 
That Council uphold the appeal of Jarrett Gorin, agent on behalf of Capital Pacific Development Group, granting Project Design Approval for a new single-family residence on a vacant lot at 3626 San Remo Drive. 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

On September 22, 2014, upon the applicant’s request, the Single Family Design Board (SFDB) denied Project Design Approval of the subject residence.  The SFDB initially moved to continue the project requesting that the house size be further reduced, when the applicant asked that the SFDB deny the project instead, allowing for an appeal hearing before City Council.
The subject parcel is part of a four lot subdivision of 3626 San Remo Drive originally approved by the Planning Commission in 2010.  Houses on each of the lots have been reviewed concurrently by Historic Landmarks Commission (HLC) and SDFB. 
The house was reviewed at five separate SFDB hearings which included various objections by adjacent neighbors on the proposed size of the two-story house. The SFDB visited the site to view storypoles requested by the neighbors and the Board.  At each of the previous hearings, the Board asked for this house to be redesigned and reduced in size.  The applicant redesigned the house, and the floor area was reduced by a total of 189 square feet (5.9%) from the initial proposal reviewed in January.  The house that was denied is a two-story, 2,652 square foot house with a 480 square foot attached garage, which is 74% of the maximum floor area allowed by the Zoning Ordinance.
Staff’s recommendation is to uphold the appeal for various reasons:  the proposed home size is reasonable (approximately 3,100 sq. ft.) and is consistent with FAR standards for the size of lots.  In addition, the SFDB successfully worked with applicant to adequately reduce the volume, mass, bulk and scale of the proposed residence and stated this determination as part of the record. Staff believes that additional square footage reductions would not significantly reduce the appearance of the house.  
PROJECT:

The proposal is for construction of a two-story, 2,652 square foot, single-family residence and an attached 480 square foot, two-car garage, located on a vacant 14,094 square foot lot. The proposed total of 3,132 square feet is 74% of the maximum floor-to-lot area ratio (FAR).  
BACKGROUND:

The subject property is located in the San Roque neighborhood and is referred to as Lot 2 of the four-lot, 1.53-acre subdivision at 3626 San Remo Drive originally approved by the Planning Commission in October 2010 and subsequently amended in August 2014. (See Attachment 2 for subdivision plan.)  Subdivision improvements include habitat restoration along San Roque Creek, which flows along the eastern side of the subdivision, and replication of the historically-significant façade of the 1927 Edwards, Plunkett and Howell-designed house on Lot 3.  The subdivision conditions also require establishment and maintenance of a public view easement to the house on Lot 3 from San Remo Drive. 
The subdivision was approved in 2010 without any proposed residences.  In 2014, Capital Pacific Development Group, as the new applicant, requested changes to the subdivision including minor changes to the lot lines, removal of a private creekside pedestrian path, and changes to the Planning Commission conditions of approval.   On August 14, 2014, the Planning Commission approved the requested changes and required that the applicant provide guest parking on Lots 1, 2 and 4, in response to neighbor concerns and design board comments.  Capital Pacific concurrently applied for design review of similar-sized, two-story houses on each of the four lots.  Since the existing house on Lot 3 is on the City’s List of Potential Historic Resources, HLC approval was required on Lot 3.  Review of the proposed residences on Lots 1, 2, and 4 are within SFDB’s purview.  
On October 22, 2014, HLC granted Project Design and Final Approvals for a house on Lot 3 that includes reconstruction of the historically-significant south and east-facing façades.  The approved house is 3,210 square feet, 74% of the maximum floor area.  The existing house, to be demolished, is 2,907 square feet (without covered parking).

The houses on Lots 1 and 4 were most recently reviewed by SFDB on June 2, 2014 and were proposed at 3,136 square feet  (74% of the maximum floor area) and 3,292 square feet (75% of the maximum floor area), respectively.  SFDB provided similar direction to reduce the sizes of the houses proposed on Lots 1 and 4.  Staff expects that the outcome of this appeal will influence the SFDBs review of the proposed houses pending on Lots 1 and 4.  SFDB also granted Project Design Approval for the overall subdivision grading plan in September 2014.  The approvals for the Subdivision and the HLC approval for Lot 3 were not appealed.
DISCUSSION:

A primary goal of the Single Family Design Board (SFDB) is to promote neighborhood compatibility.  The Single Family Residence Design Guidelines (Guidelines) provide a framework for the design review process and a foundation for public, City staff, SFDB, HLC, Planning Commission and City Council project evaluation.  The Guidelines recognize the need of the City to balance desired home improvements and changes to established neighborhoods with respect for design features and characteristics of surrounding properties.  

The Guidelines state that new houses can maintain a desirable living environment within a neighborhood, when they have an appropriate volume, bulk, massing and scale and have a size appropriate for its lot size and not significantly larger than the immediate neighborhood.  The Guidelines define these terms and discuss their relationship (see Attachment 3.)  
House Size 

The size of a single-family house is limited by Zoning Ordinance with formulas relating house size to lot size.  This is referred to as the Floor Area Ratio or FAR.  For lots less than 15,000 square feet, houses may not exceed the maximum floor area without special approval from the Planning Commission.
The Single Family Residential Design Guidelines encourage applicants to design homes under 85% of the maximum square footage for their lot size.  The Guidelines recognize that houses proposed over 85% of the maximum area are more likely to pose neighborhood compatibility issues and are generally discouraged.  Additional information is required for houses proposed to exceed 85% of the maximum area, including a study of the 20 closest home sizes and FARs, story poles, and perspective drawings.  In this case, the maximum floor area of a house for the subject property is 4,262 square feet.  The proposed 3,132 square foot house is 74% of the maximum floor area.  
The Guidelines state that an FAR should be reduced where development is closer to property boundaries or more visible to the public and to neighbors. The subject house is located more than 190 feet from San Remo Drive and would be well screened from public view from San Remo Drive because of its location behind the historically-significant house on Lot 3.  The house may be partially visible up the driveway and partially visible above the single-story homes along Adair Drive (the cul-de-sac immediately west of the subdivision).  Due to the driveway location along the west side of the subdivision, the house is setback substantially from the closest existing neighbors along the western property line.  The applicant addressed privacy concerns with existing neighbors with sizing and placement of windows, placement of trees and a new eight foot tall fence between the properties.    
The Guidelines indicate that lower FARs may also be appropriate when the buildable portion of a site is small relative to the lot size.   While the required conservation easement along San Roque Creek provides a substantial amount of open space for the subject property, it also limits the developable area of the parcel.  The creek setback, driveway, and interior setbacks effectively reduce the developable area of the lot to approximately 4,517 square feet, which is equivalent to the developable area of a standard 7,480 square foot lot with no physical constraints.   A 7,480 square foot lot has a maximum floor area of 3,070 square feet.  The proposed house on a 7,480 square foot lot would be 87% of the maximum allowable floor area, which is within the range of house sizes generally found acceptable by the Single Family Design Board.
Though not required, the applicant provided a 20 closest homes study (Attachment 4), which shows an average house size of 2,406 square feet and an average FAR of .24.  While the proposed house would be the second largest of the homes studied and approximately 30% larger than the average, its FAR is just below the average at .22.  The neighboring subdivisions to the north and west were developed in the late 1950s/early 1960s and are primarily developed with single-story homes on lots smaller than the subject lot.   The subdivision to the east, on the opposite side of San Roque Creek was developed with larger homes on lots slightly larger than the subject lot.  The 20 closest homes study does not consider the large condominium buildings located across San Remo Drive.  
SFDB Review
Minutes from the five SFDB hearings are included as Attachment 5.  The SFDB and neighbors consistently asked for the size of the house to be reduced.  Neighbors and board members also asked for single-story designs to be considered.  Architect Henry Lenny was hired to help further reduce the mass, scale and height of the proposed residence.   From the initial hearing in January, through direction of the SFDB, the house size was reduced by a total of 189 square feet (5.9%), the house height was reduced by 2.8 feet, the massing of the house was better-articulated, and the scale of the house was reduced with design changes. Over the course of the review of the project, the SFDB and Mr. Lenny’s changes were successful in improving and refining the architecture to provide a high-quality design with appropriate massing and scale (See comparative elevations in Attachment 5.)
In review of the house size at the last SFDB hearing, Mr. Lenny argued that the proposed floor plan was designed efficiently, making further size reductions difficult with a four bedroom design.  Mr. Lenny discussed the possibility of thickening of exterior walls, which would reduce the net size of the house, but result in no perceptible change to its exterior appearance.  To reduce the size, a board member suggested that the applicant remove 110 square foot area on the first floor that includes a bathroom and closet, which would also be imperceptible from public right-of-way due to its location on the first floor and on the far side of the house.  

While staff fully supported the initial SFDB direction to the applicant to reduce home size and redesign the house to be smaller in appearance, staff believes the revisions to the house massing design were responsive to the Board’s direction and resulted in a house that is compatible with the neighborhood.  Finally, the size and FAR conform to the City’s Guidelines and are appropriate to the site and the neighborhood.  Draft Neighborhood Preservation Findings are included below to support Staff’s recommendation to grant Project Design Approval.   
Neighborhood Preservation Findings

To grant Project Design Approval, City Council must make each of the following findings:

1.
Consistency and Appearance.  The proposed development is consistent with the scenic character of the City and will enhance the appearance of the neighborhood with an architectural style consistent with the style of the historically-significant elements of the adjacent house.

2.
Compatibility.  The proposed development is compatible with the neighborhood, and its size, bulk, and scale are appropriate to the site and neighborhood.  The neighborhood has a variety of building sizes and lot sizes.  The proposed house is 74% of the maximum house size, which is well within the City’s adopted floor area restrictions.  
3.
Quality Architecture and Materials.  The proposed buildings and structures are designed with quality architectural details.  
4.
Trees.  The proposed project does not include the removal of or significantly impact any designated Specimen Tree, Historic Tree or Landmark Tree.  The proposed project and the subdivision grading plan, to the maximum extent feasible, preserve and protect healthy, non-invasive trees with a trunk diameter of four inches (4") or more measured four feet (4') above natural grade, and the subdivision grading plan and Planning Commission conditions of approval mitigate the impacts of tree removals by planting replacement trees in accordance with appropriate tree replacement ratios.

5.
Health, Safety, and Welfare.  The public health, safety, and welfare are appropriately protected and preserved with the restoration of the conservation easement area on the site and the high quality design of the new house.

6.
Good Neighbor Guidelines.  The project generally complies with the Good Neighbor Guidelines regarding privacy, landscaping, noise and lighting.  The choice and placement of windows facing the neighbors, the landscaping provided along the driveway and selection of driveway lighting are consistent with the direction of the Good Neighbor Guidelines.
7.
Public Views.  The development, including proposed structures and grading, does not affect any significant public scenic views of and from the hillside.

Conflict of Interest

The applicant asked staff to request that the SFDB Chair Sweeney, recuse himself from the review of the project due to perceived conflicts of interest related to the nature of his prior work relationship with the project designer, and his personal relationship with an adjacent neighbor who has participated in the public review of the project.  The applicant also requested that SFDB member Pierce recuse herself, as she is that same neighbor’s niece.  Planning staff and the City Attorney’s office communicated these requests to Chair Sweeney and Board Member Pierce.  Chair Sweeney declined the request to step down, stating that he believed he could use fair judgment in his review.  Board Member Pierce has not participated in any subsequent design review hearings since the request was made.

NOTE:  The project file and plans were delivered separately to City Council for review and are available for public review at the City Clerk’s office.
ATTACHMENTS:
1.
Appellant letter dated October 2, 2014 (without attachments)
2.
Reduced subdivision plan, site plan, floor plans, and elevations 

3.
Single Family Residential Design Guidelines Excerpts 
4.
20 Closest Homes Study

5.
SFDB Minutes with elevations
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