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CITY OF SANTA BARBARA


ORDINANCE COMMITTEE AGENDA REPORT

AGENDA DATE:
February 12, 2008
TO:
Ordinance Committee 

FROM:


Planning Division, Community Development Department

SUBJECT:
Project Compatibility Analysis
RECOMMENDATION:
That Ordinance Committee:
A. 
Review proposed amendments to the Architectural Board of Review Ordinance 22.68 and Historic Structures Ordinance 22.22 involving new project compatibility analysis tools; and 
B. 
Provide direction to staff and forward to Council for introduction and adoption. 

DISCUSSION:

Background 

On July 18, 2007, the City Planning Division organized a joint workshop with members of Council, Planning Commission, Historic Landmarks Commission (HLC), and Architectural Board of Review (ABR) to:

1.
Hear a staff presentation titled “Community Design/Compatibility of New Development Issues: Size, Bulk, Scale and Height.” 

2.
Review and discuss existing policies, guidelines and findings for approval of large projects, including mixed-use and new condominium development;

3.
Evaluate whether additional standards and/or findings of approval should be required; and

4.   Discuss questions/issues to be considered in Plan SB Round 2 workshops. 

The staff presentation gave all workshop attendees background on the history of land use policies that had helped guide major land use decisions in the past ten years.  
Workshop participants were informed that adopted “smart growth” policies and implementation strategies that encourage residential and mixed-use development along or near transit corridors in the urban downtown have been successful but also raise some concerns regarding community design and the desired small town character for Santa Barbara.  Due to high land costs, developers are more likely to propose mixed-use developments with larger condominium units and taller building heights.  In addition, the composition of recent mixed-use developments include larger upper-story units which when combined with reduced setbacks, contributed to larger and taller scale development patterns.  

The meeting generated good dialogue among participants, and the group discussions that followed produced several ideas relative to short-term and long-term changes that could be implemented to assist the decision makers to improve on their ability to make good decisions relative to proposed tall project developments.  Long term suggested changes included re-examining variable density zoning standards to encourage smaller size dwelling units, increasing front yard building setbacks for taller buildings, and new height standards for El Pueblo Viejo District.  Planning staff has indicated that these long-term changes should be considered as part of the General Plan update discussions.    

There was also support of short-term ideas or changes.  One such suggested change was development of new tools for checking that projects were indeed compatible with surrounding development.  The ABR and HLC members recognized that some newly constructed mixed use projects may not have had sufficient project compatibility analysis at the concept level to ensure compliance with adopted Urban Design Guidelines.  One suggestion included the development of new project compatibility findings for tall buildings. The intent of the proposed findings was to reaffirm the ABR and HLC’s role in evaluating a project’s proposed height and compatibility with existing development at the Concept Review and to serve as a checklist of necessary issues that the Design Review Board would need to consider and comment on prior to the project proceeding to the Planning Commission or Staff Hearing Officer (SHO). The findings would be made at the Preliminary Approval level.

ABR/HLC Review of Draft Findings
Planning staff developed five initial draft findings for discussion and review by the ABR and HLC.  The ABR and the HLC held separate discussions and took public comment on the proposed draft compatibility findings which generally consisted of the following subjects:

· Appropriate size, bulk, height and scale compatibility
· Architectural character compatibility

· Compatibility with adjacent Historic Landmarks/Resources
· Sufficient open space and landscaping

· General Consistency with adopted design guidelines
Staff initially believed that the findings might be required when a specific height of building was proposed and asked for direction from the Boards to better identify when the proposed findings might be required.  
The ABR was first to review the proposed draft findings on October 22, 2007 and asked for some minor wording changes to the findings (see Attachment 1). The ABR also indicated it was their consensus opinion that the proposed findings apply only to development projects that were being referred to either the Planning Commission or Staff Hearing Officer (SHO).

The proposed draft findings were slightly revised and reviewed again on November 5, 2007, where the ABR asked the findings be renumbered and continued to voice some concern whether some of the findings were conflicting or redundant.  For example the ABR had questions whether the use of a finding that required projects to have “sufficient” landscaping” was too vague and open to subjectivity concerns.  The proposed finding has since been revised to ensure that projects will have “an appropriate amount of open space and landscaping.” 

The HLC reviewed the draft findings on October 31, 2007 and agreed with the ABR’s direction regarding application of the findings.  Similarly the HLC requested that some minor modifications be made to a finding to clarify that compatibility with all adjacent historic resources will be considered.  The HLC voted unanimously to forward the findings to Council for adoption (see Attachment 2). 

Staff has consulted with the City Attorney’s Office to refine the proposed findings based on the comments received from the ABR and HLC.  As staff further considered the proposed findings, an additional finding concerning existing public views was added for consideration by the Ordinance Committee.

Project Approval Process Concerns
As staff further examined how project compatibility findings would be integrated into the City’s review process, concerns developed.   Planning staff and the City Attorney’s Office are concerned that the project approval process could be negatively impacted if the ABR/HLC and Planning Commission/SHO were to be required to make project compatibility findings on the same project.  Conflicts could result on project reviews if both decision-making bodies were to disagree on the ability to make the findings.  In order to avoid this potential conflict and to establish clear roles in the review process, Staff believes some additional adjustments to the proposal are necessary.  Therefore, Staff reconsidered whether new project approval findings was the correct approach and is now recommending a simpler approach.  
Staff is recommending that “consideration of review topics” be the implementation tool and the following process for project reviews be established:   

Where the ABR or HLC is the sole discretionary review:  The ABR or HLC would consider the review topics prior to granting Preliminary approval of a project  (see Attachment 3).
If a project also requires approval from the SHO, Planning Commission (PC) or City Council (CC), the ABR/HLC would be required to consider the criteria during concept review and to formulate comments to the CC//PC/SHO as the ABR or HLC deem necessary.   The PC or SHO would be required to consider the compatibility criteria and the ABR or HLC comments when reviewing the project.  The expectation is that the SHO/PC/CC would use the compatibility criteria and the ABR or HLC comments to guide their decisions on any findings required for approval.  The PC/SHO/CC approval decision would be recognized as the “substantive” approval decision on a project’s approved site plan and building height.  Once the project is approved by the PC/SHO, the ABR or HLC would be required to grant Preliminary Approval to the project if the plans are in substantial conformance to the plans approved by the PC/SHO, subject to any directions or conditions included in the PC/SHO approval.  The ABR or HLC could not seek significant reductions to height or major site plan changes unless the project approval had specific directions to do so.   
Discussion Issues

Staff is seeking Ordinance Committee direction on specific questions that require further discussion relating to when and how the compatibility findings or criteria would be utilized.  
Remaining questions consist of:

1.
What types of projects require these considerations?  
2.
Should some projects be exempt from this type of review consideration? 

3.
Should the consideration review criteria be expanded or reduced?
4.
Is the question format appropriate or are there other suggestions from the Committee?
Implementation Issues
Staff is aware that the introduction of new compatibility findings or review criteria for project approval at the design review level may involve some additional level of analysis by Planning staff.  Questions remain as to how Planning Staff and the ABR or HLC will analyze projects at the early concept review level.   Different tools such as the use of checklists or the staff reports could assist in forming a staff recommendation on whether the project compatibility findings could be made.  There is some disagreement on whether these tools would be helpful or necessary at conceptual reviews.   Planning Staff will work with the ABR and HLC to implement the new use of new project approval findings and to determine the level of assistance that is requested.  

RECOMMENDATION:

Staff recommends the Ordinance Committee review the proposal outline, provide staff direction on remaining questions or any suggested changes and forward the proposed amendments to City Council for introduction and adoption.
ATTACHMENTS:
1.
ABR Minutes dated 10/22/07 and 11/05/07

2. HLC Minutes dated 10/31/07
3. Outline of Proposal
PREPARED BY:
Jaime Limón, Senior Planner II
SUBMITTED BY:
David Gustafson, Acting Community Development Director

APPROVED BY:
City Administrator's Office
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