Memo From Planning Commission to City Council re:  Policy Preferences Report

The Planning Commission is pleased to transmit the revised Draft of the Policy Preferences Report for your review and designation as a “project” for CEQA review purposes.  The Commission forwards this document with its unanimous support (6-0).  In general, we feel that the document is a well structured, statement of the values, vision, community interests, strategic opportunities and policies that should guide the City into the coming decade and beyond.  The Adaptive Management Framework that augments the policy language will provide the necessary monitoring and feedback loop that is necessary to ensure that the General Plan Update is an organic document, responding to environmental, economic, social and cultural changes over time.

It is also important to note that the Commission felt it was important to highlight its convergent and divergent perspectives on several important issues.  However, in the interest of moving the document forward, the Commission chose to forward its recommendation with a statement detailing these important perspectives.  

Non-Residential Growth:  The Commission could not achieve consensus on the limitations to non-residential growth.  By a straw vote of 4-2, the Commission supported reducing the amount of non residential growth from the 2.0 – 2.2 million sq. ft. maximum (this includes allocated square footage i.e. Measure E and non-allocated such as reconstruction and minor additions) contained in the revised draft to 1.5 million sq. ft. total maximum. The preference for this lower growth scenario was based upon recognition of the jobs-housing imbalance and the strong focus within the document on sustainability.  Many on the Commission felt that the higher range was simply unsustainable and inconsistent with the concept of living within our resources.  Those in the minority were of the opinion that it was not appropriate to lower the growth amount at this time, in particular there was a concern that the business community did not have an opportunity to weigh in and there recognition that a certain amount of non-residential growth is needed for economic vitality.  There was also a discussion of limiting minor additions and small additions as a way of reducing overall non-residential growth to a more sustainable level that would not exacerbate the jobs housing problem currently facing the City and South Coast. Finally, Staff and the Commission discussed the need to revisit and refine the methods and categories of square footage described in Measure E, to adapt its successor to the City’s evolving future needs.

Transfer of Existing Development Rights:  The Commission explored the issue of reducing or eliminating unused transfer of existing development rights credits as a vehicle for reducing non residential growth into the future.  While not taking a straw vote on this issue, some commissioners were of the opinion that such a change could help in reducing the overall non-residential growth limitations while others felt that TEDRs were important from a redevelopment perspective and that adequate controls are in place to review and manage TEDR developments.
 Some members of the Commission suggested that resource demands also be transferred with development rights, so that, for example, if a commercial project were redeveloped with a mixed-use project, the traffic-generation rights be transferable to another site within the City.  

Sequencing of the Land Use and Housing Elements:  The Commission as a whole felt that it was important not to complete the Housing Element before the Land Use Element Update because such a move could prejudice the Land Use Element.  Staff concurred with this perspective

Wording of the “Objectives” within the Report:  Several of the Commissioners voiced concern over the wording of the Objectives Subsection at the beginning of each of the topical issue areas.  They expressed a lack of confidence in the wording as being too vague and unconnected to other portions of the report.  The Commission expressed a desire to work with Staff to tighten up the language so that the objectives functioned as performance standards to measure effectiveness. It was also noted that the Report’s adaptive management framework could help to refine these objectives over time.  Staff agreed with the Commission that opportunities would be provided to further fine tune these points in early 2009.  

EIR Focus on Alternatives:  The Commission raised issues with the manner in which the Alternatives were characterized by City staff in its staff report.  The observation was made that the EIR’s Alternatives assumptions were focused on the past (accommodate remaining Measure E growth levels) rather than on achieving the vision of the plan (creating a sustainable community).  It was also suggested that describing alternatives simply in terms of a residential growth component and a non-residential growth component was overly constraining. Suggestions were made that the alternatives be future focused and redefined so as to allow for a more functional approach to crafting an environmentally superior mix of policies or growth management strategies, should they exist. Suggestions were made that the EIR be structured to “mix and match” the range of residential and non-residential alternatives, as a means of attaining an optimal project.

Overall, the Commission was pleased with the revised draft Policy Preferences Report and acknowledged the hard work and quality input of the public and various civic organizations.
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