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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:
July 21, 2015
TO:
Mayor and Councilmembers

FROM:
Planning Division, Community Development Department

SUBJECT:
Appeal Of Architectural Board Of Review Project Design Approval 


Of A New Seven-Unit Apartment Building At 1818 Castillo Street
RECOMMENDATION:  That Council
A. Deny the appeal of Brian Barnwell of the Architectural Board of Review’s decision to grant Project Design Approval for the proposed new seven-unit apartment building; and 
B. Direct Staff to return to Council with Decision and Findings reflecting the outcome of the appeal.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

On May 26, 2015, the Architectural Board of Review (ABR) granted Project Design Approval, on a 3/1 vote, for a new three-story, seven unit, rental housing development at 1818 Castillo Street. Brian Barnwell, a neighbor, has appealed the Project Design Approval asserting the following:  1) The project is the only three-story building within blocks, exceeding the neighborhood standards for height, bulk, and scale; 2) The ABR did not conduct an organized site visit to understand the neighborhood context; 3) Story poles were not erected for the project;  4) The individual garages were not adequately discussed relative to building height and mass, and; 5) The AUD ordinance is designed to produce smaller units and smaller buildings in and around the Downtown, and the proposed project does neither. The appeal letter is provided as Attachment 1.
Staff believes that the ABR considered the concerns of the appellant and other neighbors regarding the compatibility and appropriateness of the three-story project within the neighborhood. At the May 11, 2015 hearing, staff advised the ABR that it could refer the project to the Planning Commission or request visual aids such as story poles, streetscape elevations, or 3-D modeling of the project. The ABR requested additional streetscape details related to building massing and a survey of two- and three-story buildings within a one- and one-half block radius. Story poles were not requested. Many of the ABR members stated that they either had driven by the site, or were familiar with the neighborhood; therefore, an organized site visit was not necessary.
The proposed project complies with all zoning standards, particularly the Average Unit-size Density (AUD) Ordinance requirements. Staff believes the project was properly reviewed by the ABR, including findings of consistency with all applicable design guidelines and the project compatibility analysis and; therefore, the ABR appropriately approved the project. Staff recommends that Council deny the appeal and uphold the ABR approval.
DISCUSSION:
Project Description
The project site is located in the Oak Park neighborhood and is situated on a 12,656 square foot lot, with a land use designation of Medium-High Density Residential (15-27 dwelling units/acre). The proposal includes the demolition of an existing single-family home, a studio apartment, detached garage, and two sheds, and construction of a three-story residential apartment building under the AUD Incentive Program. The project will result in seven units comprised of two, two-bedroom units and five, three-bedroom units, totaling 6,569 square feet. The proposed density for the project is 25 dwelling units per acre with an average unit size of 938 square feet. There will be seven covered parking spaces provided on the ground floor of the building. The project site plans are included as Attachment 2.
Background

The ABR initially reviewed the project at a noticed concept hearing on March 30, 2015. During this meeting, two neighbors spoke in opposition to the project’s mass, bulk, and scale. On May 11, 2015, the ABR conducted a second concept review of the project and requested additional information for analysis of neighborhood compatibility. During this meeting, five neighbors spoke and several emails were received in opposition to the project stating concerns regarding neighborhood compatibility and issues related to the one-space per unit parking requirement. The ABR discussed whether an organized site visit should be conducted and determined that there was not a need. However, the applicant was directed to provide additional visual aids to study the project’s compatibility with the neighborhood.
On May 26, 2015, the applicant returned to the ABR, which had a quorum of four members. Five neighbors spoke in opposition to the project voicing concerns related to neighborhood compatibility and the need for additional parking. After considering public comment and discussing the project, the ABR made the required Project Compatibility Analysis findings and granted the Project Design Approval on a 3/1 vote. The ABR meeting minutes are provided as Attachment 3.
ABR member Wittausch was unable to make the Project Compatibility Analysis findings, and voted against the project, based on the design of the seven parking spaces in single car garages and the cantilevered mass of the front unit along Castillo Street.

APPEAL ISSUES
The appellant requests that Council deny the project approval, asserting that the proposed project should not have been approved by the ABR due to the excessive size and height, which adversely affects the nature and quality of the neighborhood and sets precedence for the neighborhood. The appeal letter further states that because there were only four ABR members present, the approval vote did not represent the majority of the Board. Additional assertions as to why the project was not correctly analyzed by the ABR included the following:

· There is no “turn around” area for guests or emergency vehicles.

· The parking is accessed from the interior of the residential units lending to the garage area being used as something other than parking.  

· With garages having the potential for being used as a use other than parking, the impacted on-street parking will be further impacted.  

· The spirit of the AUD ordinance was to create smaller units and smaller buildings primarily in and around the Downtown.

Building Height, Size, Bulk, and Scale:
The appellant contends that the project will be the only three-story building within several blocks, exceeding the neighborhood standards for height, bulk and scale.  However, the property abutting the subject property to the east contains a building that is two-story with a third story mass towards the center of the lot.
The appellant also asserts that the proposed individual garages in the townhouse style design add to the building height and massing of the building. At least one ABR member expressed a similar concern at the May 26, 2015 meeting. However, the majority of the Board did not concur with this conclusion. The project is zoned R-4 (Hotel-Motel-Multiple Family Residence), which is described in the Municipal Code as having a principal use of multi-family housing, together with recreational, religious and education facilities required to serve the community. The Board also understood that the maximum height allowed for AUD projects in the R-4 Zone is four stories and 45 feet. The project has two-story elements at the front and rear of the site, with a maximum height of 28’ -7”, and third-story dormer elements near the interior, resulting in a total building height of 33 feet. It was further understood, that although some R-4 neighborhoods might be predominately developed with one- and two-story buildings, the intended development potential for this zoning district allows for higher density multi-unit development.
There was some initial discussion by the ABR of whether or not the garages should have garage doors. Ultimately, it was the Board’s decision that the project design was acceptable and did not require a change to the proposed parking design.
Site Visit and Visual Aids

The appellant contends that due to the lack of an organized site visit and placement of story poles the ABR did not adequately assess the impacts of the project to the residential buildings within the 1800 block of Castillo Street. The ABR discussed whether an organized site visit was necessary, and determined that because several board members had already driven by the site on their own and others were very familiar with the neighborhood, an organized site visit was not needed. The ABR also indicated that the neighborhood typically considered during the review of a project is not limited to the street frontage or the immediate block and requested that the applicant provide a survey of two- and three-story buildings within a one and one-half block radius of the subject site.  The applicant subsequently submitted an aerial and photograph survey of two- and three story buildings in the surrounding area.  The ABR determined that sufficient information and photographs of adjacent properties had been provided and found the project appropriate for the neighborhood.
Site Design and Use of Garages
The appellant asserts that there is no on-site turnaround for vehicles including guest, delivery and emergency vehicles, thus making it necessary for these vehicles to back-out on to the street, which is contrary to existing City guidelines. Transportation Division staff reviewed the proposed project for compliance with the City’s Standards for Parking Design and found the project to comply with the minimum distance necessary for a vehicle to enter each of the garages in one forward movement and to exit each of the garages and property in one backward and one forward movement. Projects developed under the AUD ordinance are not required to provide on-site guest parking; therefore, the vehicular access is intended for the residents of the property and additional on-site turnaround and parking was not required.
The appellant also claims that the garages for this apartment building will likely be used for uses other than parking, such as storage, expansion of living space, or a room rental, forcing the required parking onto the street. Each unit has been designed with an attached one-car garage that has interior access to the living space of the unit. Generally, the ABR and staff do not speculate what the owner or tenant may do in the future and must analyze the floor plans that are currently proposed.
At the time of the ABR hearings, the appellant raised the issue that the garages should instead be carports to avoid them being used for purposes other than parking. All properties within the city are required to maintain access to the required off-street parking at all times. In the event that required parking becomes inaccessible, any citizen may submit a request for investigation to the Community Development Department for enforcement of this provision.  
Purpose and Intent of the AUD Incentive Program
The appellant contends that the AUD ordinance is designed to produce smaller units and smaller buildings in and around the Downtown, and that the proposed project does neither. The City’s AUD Program promotes critically needed residential development, particularly non-subsidized rental units. It encourages housing by allowing increased densities based on unit size: the smaller the average unit size for the project, the greater the density allowed.
The density allowance for AUD projects located in the Medium-High Density areas, range from 15 to 27 dwelling units per acre depending on unit size. These densities are purposely similar to those allowed under the former Variable Density provisions, but with smaller unit sizes. In this instance, the AUD Program allows for up to seven small units, whereas the variable density provisions would have allowed up to five units of any size and could have resulted in a similarly sized or larger building. The variable density provisions required an additional parking space per unit, and guest parking.
The approach taken to develop the AUD Program involved policy tradeoffs that make AUD projects potentially more controversial. One such tradeoff is parking. As part of the General Plan Update process, the City Council discussed and acknowledged that on-street parking might be impacted in some neighborhoods by the reduced parking requirements of the AUD Program; however, that was an appropriate tradeoff in order to produce more housing.

The AUD Program requires a minimum of one parking space per residential unit and no guest parking. This reduction in parking is intended to encourage affordability and help decrease building mass. Reduced parking requirements for AUD projects are also consistent with Housing Element Policy H17 and Implementation Action H17.1 that direct flexibility in development standards to facilitate additional housing.
As indicated above, projects located in the Medium-High Density areas and developing under the AUD Program are allowed a density range of 15 to 27 dwelling units per acre with a maximum average unit size range of 905 to 1,450 square feet. The proposed density for the project is 25 dwelling units per acre, which allows a maximum average unit size of 945 square feet. The project proposes a maximum average unit size of 938 square feet, therefore complying with the density and unit size allowances of the AUD Program. Additionally, the proposed project is consistent with Housing Element Policy H10, encouraging new housing, and Housing Element Implementation Action H11.10, encouraging the construction of three bedroom or larger rental units.
Therefore, staff supports the proposed three-story, seven-unit design that the majority of ABR members approved, given that the project is consistent with all applicable regulations and the Project Compatibility Analysis has been satisfied.
RECOMMENDATION:  

The proposed project has undergone a thorough review by the ABR and staff. The main issue is whether the project is compatible with the neighborhood and appropriate for the site in terms of size, bulk, and scale. Staff believes that the ABR fully considered this issue and found the project consistent with the Project Compatibility Analysis criteria and therefore a compatible development.
Staff recommends that Council deny the appeal and uphold the ABR’s decision to grant Project Design Approval to the new seven-unit apartment building and direct Staff to return to Council with Decision and Findings reflecting the outcome of the appeal.
NOTE:
The project plans and files were separately delivered to the City Council for their review and are available for public review in the City Clerk’s Office.

ATTACHMENT(S):
1.
Appellant Letter, dated August 21, 2015


2. 
Proposed Site plan, floor plans, and elevations

3.
ABR Minutes
PREPARED BY:
Suzanne Riegle, Associate Planner
SUBMITTED BY:
George Buell, Community Development Director
APPROVED BY:

City Administrator's Office
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