April 16, 2008
MINUTES OF A REGULAR MEETING OF

THE TORRANCE PLANNING COMMISSION
1.
CALL TO ORDER
The Torrance Planning Commission convened in a regular session at 7:00 p.m. on Wednesday, April 16, 2008 in the Council Chambers at Torrance City Hall.

2.
SALUTE TO THE FLAG

The Pledge of Allegiance was led by Commissioner Uchima.

3.
ROLL CALL
Present:
Commissioners Browning, Gibson, Horwich, Skoll, Uchima, Weideman* and Chairperson Busch.

*arrived at 10:00 p.m. 


Absent:
None.

Also Present:
Planning Manager Lodan, Planning Associate Gomez,

Plans Examiner Noh, Associate Civil Engineer Symons, 

Sr. Planning Associate Chun, Fire Marshal Kazandjian 

and Deputy City Attorney Whitham.

4.
POSTING OF THE AGENDA


Planning Manager Lodan reported that the agenda was posted on the Public Notice Boar0d at 3031 Torrance Boulevard on Thursday, April 10, 2008.
5.
APPROVAL OF MINUTES – March 19, 2008


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the approval of the March 19, 2008 Planning Commission minutes as submitted.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).
6.
REQUESTS FOR POSTPONEMENT – None.
7.
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS #1
7A.
Sam Sandt, 614 Palos Verdes Boulevard, related his understanding that Torrance is in violation of California Coastal Commission regulations because there is no certified Local Coastal Plan in place to deal with development in the City’s Coastal Zone, which runs from Palos Verdes Boulevard to the ocean.  He noted that Torrance and the City of Los Angeles are the only two cities in LA County that do not have certified Local Coastal Plans.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that since Torrance has no Local Coastal Plan in place, property owners must obtain City approval for a project and then seek a permit from the Coastal Commission.


Commissioners expressed an interest in having staff prepare an information item on this topic.  Planning Manager Lodan advised that staff could have the item ready by the June 4 Planning Commission meeting, and hearing no objection, Chairperson Busch so ordered.

*


Chairperson Busch explained the policies and procedures of the Planning Commission, including the right to appeal decisions to the City Council.

8.
TIME EXTENSIONS – None.

9.
CONTINUED HEARINGS

9A.
PRE07-00026: MICHAEL REID

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow the construction of a new two-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 320 Via Colusa.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request and noted supplemental material consisting of correspondence received after the staff report was completed.


David Boyd, project architect, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.  Submitting a rendering to illustrate, he noted that the project has been revised twice to address the concerns of neighbors, including reducing its height a total of four feet to mitigate view impact and repositioning and reducing the size of windows to preserve privacy.  He related his understanding that neighbors are satisfied with the revisions and urged approval of the project.


Commissioner Browning reported that he visited neighbors who had expressed concerns about the project, except 219 Paseo de Granada where he found no one home despite three attempts, and they confirmed that they had met with Mr. Boyd and they were pleased with the revisions.


Paul Norris, 219 Paseo de Granada, voiced objections to the project, citing the impact on his view and privacy.  He noted that his home is an original one-story home and he paid a premium for the view when he purchased it over 10 years ago.


Roberta Blowers, 621 Camino de Encanto, contended that the project was too massive and bulky and called for the lot to be graded down closer to street level.  She noted that the existing home sits 9 feet above the street and related her understanding that the new structure would be dropped only 6 inches into the hillside.  She expressed concerns that Hollywood Riviera was losing its quaint charm as single-story, ranch-style homes are being replaced with mansion-like homes.


Pamela Maran, 5501 Via de Valle, voiced her opinion that the proposed residence was not in harmony with the majority of homes in the area and suggested that a one-story home could be built on this lot without impacting neighbors.


Evan Bass, 221 Paseo de Granada, stated that he was pleased with the height reduction and changes to the windows and felt he could live with the project.


Mr. Boyd clarified that the new residence will not sit atop a 9-foot high hill; that the lot will be graded down substantially and will have only a 1% slope; and that the maximum ridge height will be only 2 feet higher than the existing ridge.  


Referring to the Precise Plan application, Item 2b, Commissioner Browning cautioned Mr. Boyd that he did not believe his response, “900 square-foot houses are not desirable in this area,” was responsive to the question as to why denial of the application would constitute an unreasonable hardship.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Skoll and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the approval of PRE07-00026, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).

Planning Associate Gomez read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-014.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-014.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).

9B.
PRE08-00005: TOMARO ARCHITECTURE (WILLIAM & CAMELLIA TSENG)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow the construction of a new two-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 443 Camino de Encanto.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request.


William Tseng, 443 Camino de Encanto, reported that he has lived in Torrance since 1984 and he and his wife plan to spend their retirement years in the proposed new residence.  Submitting photographs to illustrate, he explained that while the project is technically a two-story home, it’s really a one-story home with a basement and the visible portion is consistent in size with other homes in the vicinity.  He contended that neighbors will experience a net gain in view because he will be removing an existing large tree that is equivalent in height to a three-story building.


Louie Tomaro, project architect, reviewed the revisions that have been made to address concerns of neighbors, including eliminating 400 square feet from upper level; lowering the main ridge height by approximately 2 feet and the side ridges to within 6 inches of the existing ridge height; and relocating and downsizing windows.  Referring to a rendering of the streetscape of this block as it would look with the new home, he explained that the average height of homes from street level is 18 feet 10 inches, which is the same height of the proposed project.  He noted that a large portion of the new home is underground and that homes at 411, 415, 431 and 439 Camino de Encanto average over 2400 square feet, which is consistent with the proposed main level of 2147 square feet. 

 
In response to Commissioner Browning’s inquiry, Mr. Tomaro confirmed that he had visited the homes at 440 and 444 Camino de Encanto and explained that he reconfigured the roof and lowered side ridges to preserve these neighbors’ view corridors.


Michael Bahe, 456 Palos Verdes Boulevard, thanked the applicant for visiting his home and making substantial changes to the project.  He indicated that he favored saving the large tree and just trimming it rather than removing it.


Penelope Wesner, 456 Palos Verdes Boulevard, voiced objections to the project, stating that she believed allowing the large two-story home would set a dangerous precedent and change the character of the neighborhood.


Chris Harris, 440 Camino de Encanto, stated that the revisions have improved his view, however, he believes it still needs to come down a little bit lower.  He noted that he was required to grade down 5 feet when he built his home in order to maintain the pre-existing ridge height.


Sam Sandt, 614 Palos Verdes Boulevard, related his understanding that the proposed project exceeds California Coastal Commission guidelines because it is over 15 feet in height.


Gonzalo Castillo, 456 Camino de Encanto, contended that the proposed project would block his view and devalue his property and urged that the Commission require that the applicant maintain the existing ridge height as Mr. Harris was required to do.  


Charles Hammer, 221 Paseo de Suenos, reported that privacy issues have been resolved, but he was concerned that the new residence would block sunlight from his house and yard because it is three feet taller than the existing home and several feet wider.


Jim Vaughan, 444 Camino de Encanto, related his belief that the project was too large and too tall, stating that it would completely block what little view he has.  He contended that it would change the character of the neighborhood because no other home on this street was even close to this size and that it was exactly the type of project that the Hillside Ordinance was created to prevent.


Roberta Blowers, 621 Camino de Encanto, voiced her opinion that the applicant should be required to maintain the height of the existing ridgeline in order to preserve the views of neighbors.


Returning to the podium, Mr. Tomaro explained that the applicant was willing to keep the tree, but thought removing it would improve neighbors’ views.  With regard to setting a precedent by allowing a two-story residence, he noted that the house to the north that is under construction utilizes the same two-story design with the main level over a basement.  He stated that he has done everything possible to keep the ridge height as low as possible short of going with a completely flat roof, which would greatly detract from the appearance of the new residence.


Commissioner Uchima stated that he thought it was a well designed project and would be inclined to support it with a height reduction.  He reported that he viewed the silhouette from several vantage points and observed that it blocked segments of ocean views and suggested that changing the roof pitch from 3½ in 12 to 3 in 12 and lowering the building pad by one foot could possibly eliminate this problem.  He related his understanding that the tree slated for removal is situated in front of the new garage so there would be no way to retain it.  


Mr. Tomaro stated that he could lower the central ridge, which seems to be the main issue, by approximately 6 inches, but lowering the building pad would present a challenge.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Skoll and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


Commissioner Browning related his understanding that lowering the building pad would make it impossible to enter the garage due to the angle of the driveway.


Commissioner Uchima noted numerous homes in the area have garages below street level so clearly it’s not impossible.


Plans Examiner Noh explained that a quick review of the plans seems to indicate that the building pad has been lowered to the maximum, however, he would have to do some calculations to confirm this.

MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for approval of PRE08-00005, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff, adding a condition that the ridge height shall be lowered 6 inches.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch, and discussion continued.


Commissioner Uchima requested confirmation as to whether or not the building pad could be lowered before voting on the motion.


The public hearing was reopened so Mr. Tomaro could comment.


Mr. Tomaro explained that he was trying to maintain a positive flow to avoid drainage issues, but he believed he could lower the garage six inches and change the roof pitch to 3 in 12 thereby reducing the overall height of the structure by approximately one foot.


MOTION:  Commissioner Horwich moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Browning and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for approval of PRE08-00005, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff, with the following modifications:


Add

· That the roof pitch shall be changed to 3 in 12.
· That the building pad shall be lowered 6 inches.
The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


Planning Associate Gomez read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-027.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-027 as amended.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).

9C.
PRE08-00006: VIERA MAJRINGER

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow the construction of a new two-story, single-family residence (one level of living area with semi-subterranean garage) on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 5152 Zakon Road.

Recommendation

Approval.


Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request and noted supplemental material consisting of correspondence received after the agenda item was completed and a revised Resolution modifying Condition No. 3 requiring that the overall building profile be lowered two feet.


Commissioners expressed their preference that the project be re-silhouetted to reflect the additional two-foot reduction being recommended by staff before making a decision on this project.


Antoine Randle, Threshold Design, project architect, explained that the project has already been reduced in height by 18 inches and his client is opposed to the additional two-foot height reduction.  He noted that the proposed ridge height is only three feet higher than the existing ridge height and he did not believe it would have a great impact on any of the neighbors’ views.


Jonathan Balen, 5251 Zakon Road, voiced support for the project, relating his belief that the modest-sized one-story home over a garage would have little impact on views.  He expressed concerns that the Hillside Ordinance causes a lot of dissension and acrimony among neighbors and about the lack of consistency in the way it is enforced. 


Alanna Majringer, 5152 Zakon Road, daughter of the applicant, reported that the subject lot had trees almost 40 feet tall when her mother purchased it, which completely blocked the view that neighbors now claim they would be losing, and submitted photographs to illustrate.  Urging approval of the project, she stated that her mother has tried very hard to reach a compromise with neighbors and the proposed project is well within Hillside Overlay guidelines.


Michelle Irvine, 5149 Zakon Road, urged approval of the project, stating that the Majringers have gone out of their way to work with neighbors.


Robert Golden, 5133 Macafee Road, reported that he supports the project as proposed and does not want it to be lowered into the grade any further because he lives behind the subject property and is concerned about drainage issues.


Paul Burks, 5214 Zakon Road, voiced objections to the project, maintaining that it would impact his view and reduce the value of his property between $100,000-300,000, submitting photographs to illustrate.   He suggested that view impact could easily be mitigated by stepping down the kitchen area and reversing the deck to create a smaller building profile.  He stated that it was wrong to allow a home to be built that would block historic views of four homes, noting that the project architect has never been inside his home to view the impact.    


In response to Commissioner Skoll’s inquiry, Mr. Burks clarified that he has met with the architect regarding the project but Mr. Randle has not been inside his home.


Mary Morris, 5210 Zakon Road, reported that the proposed project would cause her to lose 100 percent of her view.  She expressed concerns that a large telephone pole was recently moved creating a big view obstruction and she was never notified that it was going to happen.  


Urging denial of the project, Elizabeth Matthews, 5211 Zakon Road, contended that it would obstruct her view and reduce the value of her property and that it was not in harmony with other structures on the block.


Janis Burks, 5214 Zakon Road, stated that she was opposed to the height and the shape of the proposed two-story structure because it would cause the loss of views from various locations within her home.


June Lee, 5245 Vanderhill Road, reported that the proposed project at its present height only blocks a view of Pacific Coast Highway traffic and requested that additional greenery be planted on the subject lot to compensate for the additional concrete and stucco.  She noted her agreement with staff’s recommendation that the structure be lowered in height two additional feet in order to preserve the views of the Matthews and the Burks.


Viera Majringer, 5152 Zakon Road, applicant, wanted to clarify that she spent $2,000 trimming trees to make it possible to remodel her home and not to improve her neighbors’ views.


Mr. Randle reported that he spent a significant amount of time discussing the project with neighbors and considered their suggestions when revising the project, however, he was not able to schedule a visit to the Burks’ home within the timeframe they were available.  He related his belief that the 18-inch height reduction was more than adequate to address view issues, noting that lowering the project an additional two feet could create drainage problems.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


Commissioner Horwich indicated that he favored continuing the hearing so the silhouette could be adjusted to reflect the two-foot height reduction and the impact on views could be determined.


Commissioner Browning reported that he observed a significant view impact at 5211, 5210 and 5214 Zakon Road, which he was not sure the two-foot height reduction would take care of, and he believed the silhouette should be revised so Commissioners, as well as neighbors, could see the impact.

  Commissioner Skoll stated that he also observed that the project would have a definite impact on views and encouraged the applicant and her architect to meet with neighbors to try to reach a compromise.


Commissioner Gibson voiced support for a continuance.


MOTION:   Commissioner Gibson moved to continue the hearing to May 21, 2008.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Skoll and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


Chairperson Busch announced that the hearing would not be re-advertised because it was continued to a date certain.

10.
WAIVERS – None.

11.
FORMAL HEARINGS
11A.
CUP08-00007: TORRANCE MP, LLC DBA MELTING POT (DEL AMO

FINANCIAL CENTER, LP)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Conditional Use Permit to allow the establishment of a shared parking agreement in association with the operation of a new full-service restaurant in conjunction with an on-sale full-service alcohol license in an existing building on property located in the HBCSP-DA1 Zone at 21525 Hawthorne Boulevard.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request and noted supplemental material available at the meeting consisting of correspondence from the applicant.

Brett Engstrom, representing The Melting Pot Restaurant, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval with the exception of Condition No. 6, which requires that valet service be available for customers at all times during the restaurant’s hours of operation.  He explained that full-time valet service would add approximately $1,000 per week to operating expenses and this would be a great burden on a new restaurant.


Chairperson Busch stated that he thought this was an excellent location for a restaurant and long overdue.


Responding to questions from the Commission, Mr. Engstrom reported that this tenant space is allotted 27 spaces in the visitor parking 75 feet away from the restaurant and is in negotiations to acquire more; that the restaurant is primarily a dinner restaurant and lunch service is expected to attract people who work at the financial center or within walking distance; and that there is no other full-service restaurant in the Del Amo Financial Center complex, only a small deli-style take-out restaurant.  He noted that he has visited the site 6 times and has never seen more than 25-30% of the 136 spaces for visitors occupied.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that it was staff’s understanding that the restaurant plans to provide valet service during evening hours and the condition requiring full-time valet service was being recommended due to concerns that if the restaurant is very successful during lunchtime hours when tenants and visitors are in the financial center complex, visitor parking closest to the restaurant would be overwhelmed.  As an alternative, he suggested that staff could monitor the parking situation for a six-month period after the restaurant has commenced lunchtime operations and require that full-time valet service be provided if parking becomes a problem.


Commissioner Uchima noted that his brokerage, Charles Schwab, is within this complex and related his experience that the closest parking is often completely full during lunchtime and there would be no place for restaurant patrons to park unless they park quite a distance away.

 
In response to Commissioner Uchima’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan advised that fees for parking at the complex would remain unchanged and clarified that visitor parking is shared and open to all visitors, with none of the spaces designated for use by a particular tenant.


June Rubin, Rubin Management Group, reported that she and her husband own a Melting Pot restaurant in Pasadena and would like to add another location in the Del Amo Financial Center complex.  She explained that the Pasadena location primarily serves dinner only, but they are proposing expanded hours at this location because they will have banquet rooms where people can conduct business meetings and eat dinner or lunch at the same time.  She noted that it was unlikely that the restaurant would attract a big crowd at lunch because it is a leisurely dining experience and it takes approximately two hours to eat a meal.


Commissioner Skoll questioned whether the same menu is offered for both dinner and lunch.  Ms. Rubin advised that the luncheon banquet menu offers either three-course or four-course meals.


Commissioner Gibson asked about the restaurant’s capacity, noting that she had eaten at a Melting Pot restaurant in North Carolina.  Ms. Rubin reported that the restaurant will seat 266 people.


Commissioner Uchima expressed concerns that a restaurant of this size could overwhelm parking, particularly if they are planning on having banquets.


Deputy City Attorney Whitham suggested the possibility of requiring the restaurant to provide full-time valet service at the outset and allowing them to request the elimination of this condition after a specified period of time if they feel it is unnecessary.


Commissioner Uchima voiced support for this suggestion and indicated that he favored requiring full-time valet service for at least one year so the restaurant would have time to become established and the full impact could be determined, particularly in December, when there are many holiday parties at restaurants.


Commissioner Gibson questioned whether other restaurants have been required to provide valet service where parking is a problem, such as the Elephant Bar and Marie Callender’s.  

Planning Manager Lodan advised that valet parking is not typically required for restaurants, however, this is a unique situation where the tenant space was not designed to be a restaurant and a joint-use parking arrangement was being proposed with the majority of the required parking located some distance from the restaurant.  He noted that the restaurants mentioned meet parking requirements and have parking lots directly in front of the businesses.


Mr. Engstrom emphasized the burden this additional operating expense would place on a new restaurant that is going into a space where there has never been a restaurant.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).

Commissioner Gibson expressed reservations about burdening this new restaurant with this additional expense. 

Commissioner Horwich indicated that he favored resolving the parking situation before the project is approved because he feared that this restaurant could become so successful that there would be no place for patrons to park and it’s very difficult to make changes once a business  has begun operating.

 
Commissioner Skoll voiced support for the project, stating that he didn’t believe parking would be a problem because people who really want to go to the restaurant won’t mind walking to the distant parking lot and lunchtime valet service can always be instituted if it turns out that there is a need.


Commissioner Uchima related his belief that the most convenient parking will be taken up by this restaurant’s customers leaving other tenants in the financial center to struggle to find convenient parking for their customers.  Noting that this tenant space was not designed for a restaurant, he voiced his opinion that Deputy City Attorney Whitham’s suggestion that full-time valet service be required until the impact on parking can be determined was the most prudent course of action rather than creating a burden for existing tenants.  


Commissioner Gibson questioned whether tenants had received notice of this hearing, and Planning Manager Lodan advised that the City only notifies property owners.

Commissioner Uchima stated that he thought it was only fair that tenants have an opportunity to express their concerns.


Planning Manager Lodan reported that a sign was posted on the site and an ad was placed in the Daily Breeze providing additional notification of this hearing.


Commissioner Browning noted that the shared parking arrangement for visitors to the financial center was on a “first come, first serve” basis for all tenants, including customers of the stock brokerage and customers of the restaurant, and voiced his opinion that it was unfair to impose parking restrictions on only one tenant.


MOTION:  Commissioner Skoll moved for the approval of CUP08-00007, as conditioned, including all findings of fact, with the following modification:

Add

· That staff shall monitor the lunchtime parking situation for a period not less than 12 months and if problems develop, staff will require that a full-time valet system be implemented to the satisfaction of the Community Development Director.

The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by a 4-2 roll call vote, with Commissioners Horwich and Uchima dissenting (absent Commissioner Weideman).

 
Planning Associate Gomez read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-038.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-038.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch and passed by unanimous roll call vote (absent Commissioner Weideman).


The Commission recessed at 10:05 p.m. and reconvened at 10:20 p.m., at which time Commissioner Weideman took his place on the dais.

11B.
EAS08-00001, CUP08-00009, DIV08-00002, VAR09-00001: SUBTEC-

CHERYL VARGO/JOHN L. RYAN, JR.

Planning Commission consideration for adoption of a Negative Declaration and approval of a Conditional Use Permit to allow the construction of a new two-unit residential condominium project, a Division of Lot for condominium purposes, and a Variance to allow tandem parking on property located in the R-3 Zone at 728 Sartori Avenue.

Recommendation

Denial without prejudice.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request.


Cheryl Vargo, representing the applicant, submitted additional letters of support.  She noted that a two-unit condominium project was previously denied at this location 1½ years ago and it has been revised to address concerns about consistency with the neighborhood and the loss of street parking due to the curb cut.  She explained that the double-car garage has been changed to a single-car garage with a tandem parking arrangement to minimize the curb cut and the driveway was designed with concrete strips for tires and a lawn area in the middle to provide more landscaping.  She noted that this area is predominately multi-family developments and the project enjoys the widespread support of neighbors as evidenced by the previously submitted petition.   


Commissioner Browning questioned how many who signed the petition are property owners who live within the notification area.


John Ryan, 728 Sartori, applicant, after reviewing the petition, reported that 30 of those signing the petition own homes within the notification area and noted that the project enjoys the support of property owners on both sides and to the rear.


Responding to questions from the Commission, Planning Manager Lodan clarified that the primary reason staff was recommending denial of the project was due to the proposed curb cut, because staff typically does not support a project with a curb cut in the downtown area when it is not the prevailing pattern on that street.  He stated, however, that staff felt the redesigned project was a great improvement over the previous design as its appearance was more consistent with the neighborhood.  He explained that the adoption of a Negative Declaration was required because the project is not categorically exempt due to the Variance requested for the tandem parking arrangement.


Commissioner Browning voiced his opinion that this 30-foot wide lot was just not large enough for a two-unit development and expressed concerns about the cumulative impact on traffic and parking if single-family homes continue to be replaced by multi-unit developments in this area.  He noted that the alley to the rear of this site is in poor condition and jammed with vehicles and related his belief that this project, which includes a guest parking space in the alley blocking the garage, would only add to the problem. 


Don Barnard, 2820 Gramercy, voiced objections to the project, maintaining that it was much too large for the lot, with setbacks of only 5 feet on one side and 3 feet on the other.  He contended that the new curb cut would change the aesthetics of the neighborhood because there are no curb cuts on this particular block.


Responding to Mr. Barnard’s comments, Ms. Vargo reported that there are three curb cuts on this block and the 3-foot side yard setback is the same as the existing house.  She noted that the lot is zoned R-3 and the project complies with floor area ratio (FAR), height, and setback requirements and a duplex could be built on it without Commission approval, but Mr. Ryan would like to live in one unit and sell the other.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.


MOTION:  Commissioner Horwich moved for the adoption of a Negative Declaration.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and failed to pass as reflected in the following roll call vote:

AYES:
Commissioners Horwich and Uchima.

NOES:
Commissioners Browning, Gibson, Skoll, Weideman and Chairperson Busch.


Deputy City Attorney Whitham clarified that even though the Variance for the tandem parking triggered the requirement that an Environmental Checklist be prepared in order to determine the project’s environmental impact, the tandem parking is a project-related issue, not an environmental issue, therefore Commissioners who were opposed to the tandem parking could still vote to a adopt a Negative Declaration if they believe the findings in the Environmental Checklist are correct.

MOTION:  Chairperson Busch moved to reconsider the motion on the adoption of a Negative Declaration.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman and passed by a 6-1 roll call vote, with Commissioner Browning dissenting.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the adoption of a Negative Declaration.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and passed by unanimous roll call vote.


Commissioner Uchima voiced support for the project.  He stated that he observed that this neighborhood is in desperate need of renovation; that he did not believe existing curb cuts at 712 and 718 Sartori distract from the streetscape; and that he didn’t think traffic or parking was a significant issue on this street.  He noted that the petition indicates strong neighborhood support for the project and related his belief that Mr. Ryan should have an opportunity to exercise his property rights.


Commissioner Horwich indicated that he was also in favor of the project because the existing structure on this site is an eyesore and this will be a vast improvement for the neighborhood.  He noted that he counted five curb cuts within a two-block area of this street.  


Commissioner Browning suggested that the applicant could tear down the existing structure and build a nice single-family residence with access from the alley, which wouldn’t impact traffic or parking or require a Variance for tandem parking.


Chairperson Busch noted his concurrence with Commissioner Browning’s remarks.


Commissioner Uchima related his understanding that Mr. Ryan was not interested in building a single-family residence and plans to live in one of the units and sell the other. He voiced his opinion that it wasn’t the Commission’s role to dictate what someone can build on his or her property. 


MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved for the approval of CUP08-00009, DIV08-00002, and VAR08-00001, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by a 4-3 roll call vote, with Commissioners Browning, Weideman and Chairperson Busch dissenting.


Planning Manager Lodan noted that resolutions reflecting the Commission’s action would be brought back for approval and that the project will automatically go to the City Council because it involves a Variance.

12.
RESOLUTIONS – None.

13.
PUBLIC WORKSHOP ITEMS – None.

14.
MISCELLANEOUS ITEMS

14A.
 INFORMATION ITEM ON REGIONAL HOUSING NEEDS ASSESSMENT


Planning Manager Lodan noted that staff prepared an information item explaining the Regional Housing Needs Assessment as requested by the Commission.


Commissioner Weideman asked about the consequences for not meeting the RHNA number.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that there are no significant consequences at this time although there has been discussion of requiring cities to comply in order to receive State funding for various projects; that Torrance typically meets its RHNA overall number, but not the allotted number for very low, low, and moderate income categories; and that the only other potential consequence looming would be a lawsuit by a housing advocate.


Commissioner Weideman questioned whether zoning changes would be necessary to meet the allotment for low and very low income housing.  


Planning Manager Lodan explained that the City must provide opportunities for very low and low income housing and there is a clause in the State law that assumes that if property is designated for a certain density, approximately 30 units per acre, that it is available for this type of housing.  He further explained that setting aside some land with higher densities would strengthen the City’s case when the State reviews the new Housing Element, which is currently being updated as part of the General Plan Update. 
15.
REVIEW OF CITY COUNCIL ACTION ON PLANNING MATTERS


Planning Manager Lodan reported that the City Council approved the proposed two-story home on Paseo de Pablo at the April 15 Council meeting, which was appealed by someone who was not directly impacted, but was concerned about over-development and objected to the approval of any project in the Hillside Overlay that is not a single-story, ranch-style home.

16.
LIST OF TENTATIVE PLANNING COMMISSION CASES


Planning Manager Lodan noted that a General Plan Workshop on noise and circulation elements is scheduled for April 23, 2008, at 7:00 p.m.

17.
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS #2

17A.
Chairperson Busch asked if there had been any progress with regard to providing a system for alerting the chair when a commissioner wishes to speak.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that staff is looking for a temporary system that could be used for Planning Commission meetings and then removed so as not to interfere with the Council’s electronic voting system.
17B.
In response to Chairperson Busch’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan confirmed that the City Council has directed staff to explore the consequences of down-zoning certain areas, which are zoned for higher densities but currently developed with single-family homes.  He noted that this will be done in the context of the General Plan update process with input from the Planning Commission.

17C.
Planning Manager Lodan reported that Mayor Scotto has recommended that the joint Planning Commission/City Council meeting take place in September.  He noted that the Council’s consideration of the Commission’s recommendations regarding regulations for roof decks and changes to days/hours of construction is tentatively scheduled for the May 6 Council meeting. 

Hearing no objection, Chairperson Busch appointed himself and the Vice-Chair to represent the Commission at the May 6 Council meeting.

17D.
Commissioner Weideman requested an excused absence from the General Plan Workshop on April 23, because he has a prior commitment and will be unable to attend until 9:30 p.m.

17E.
Commissioner Skoll thanked City staff for taking care of the overgrown weeds on the lot at 235th and Arlington, which posed a fire hazard.

17F.
In response to Commissioner Browning’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan related his understanding that the developer of the proposed medical building on Earl Street was planning to appeal the Commission’s decision to require an EIR in order to preserve that right.

17G.
Commissioner Browning noted that some cities review Conditional Use Permits on an annual basis and questioned whether this was something the Commission should consider because he knows of at least one case where a take-out only restaurant has installed tables and chairs.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that Code Enforcement staff follow up on any complaints about non-compliance and that it was not feasible for the Commission to review CUPs because there are too many. 

17H.
Chairperson Busch asked about restrictions on parking in front of garages in Planned Developments.


Planning Manager Lodan explained that spaces in front of garages are sometimes designated for guest parking and in those developments where it is not permitted, enforcement is up to the homeowners association.

17I.
Chairperson Busch noted that he was informed by staff that the review of the Marriott parking lot will be brought back to the Commission within the next couple of months and that the creation of a subcommittee on the Hillside Overlay will also be brought back.  He indicated that he was inclined to appoint the three commissioners who have served as chair – himself, Commissioner Horwich and Commissioner Uchima – to the Hillside Overlay subcommittee.

17J.
Commissioner Horwich noted that the Commission approved a furniture store at the northeast corner of 190th and Hawthorne Boulevard approximately 15 years ago when parking requirements for furniture stores were much less than other uses and expressed concerns that now that the furniture store has gone out of business, there’s not enough parking for any business to take over the building.    


Planning Manager Lodan advised that the City has had a number of similar situations and typically permits only the same type use to occupy the building.

17K.
Commissioner Gibson thanked Commissioner Uchima for sending a get-well card to her mother; stated that it was great to see Councilmember Drevno back on the dais at last night’s Council meeting; and wished Jewish friends a happy Passover.

17L.
Planning Manager Lodan noted that the Commission typically cancels the first meeting in July, however, he would like to keep that meeting on the schedule due to the volume of cases and upcoming General Plan workshops.

18.
ADJOURNMENT


At 11:30 p.m., the meeting was adjourned to Wednesday, April 23, 2008, for a General Plan Workshop in Council Chambers commencing at 7:00 p.m. 

Approved as Submitted

May 21, 2008

s/   Sue Herbers, City Clerk   (lc)
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