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Oakland City Planning Commission
 STAFF REPORT

Case File Number ER00-0025 and CMDV02-0034
March 20, 2002
Location:
426 Alice Street (See map on reverse)

Assessors Parcel Numbers:
001-0155-001-00

Proposal:
Demolition of an existing 30,000 square foot warehouse building and the construction of 94 residential units and 9,800 square feet of office space with 123 parking spaces.

Applicant and Owner:
Jordan Real Estate Investments

Planning Permits Required:
Major Conditional Use Permit for the location of off-street parking, loading, and driveways within 75 feet of the front property line (Section 17.56.090); Design Review for the S-4 Zone (Section 17.80); and a Variance for the percentage of compact parking spaces and the width of parking spaces when adjacent to a wall or similar obstruction (Section 17.116.200)

General Plan:
Waterfront Warehouse District (WWD) – Estuary Policy Plan

Zoning:
C-45 (Community Shopping Commercial) and S-4 (Design Review)

Environmental Determination:
Draft Environmental Impact Report has been released for a 45-day comment period, until close of public hearing on March 20, 2002.

Historic Status:
The existing building is rated Dc1+ and is a contributor building to the National Register Waterfront Warehouse Historic District

Service Delivery District:
I-Downtown

City Council District:
3

Date Filed:
ER00-0025 filed  7-11-00; CMDV02-0034 filed 2-6-02

Staff recommendation:
1. Hold a public hearing and receive testimony on the DEIR and the project; 2. Close the public hearing on the DEIR.

For further information: 
Contact case planner Scott Miller at 238-2235.

SUMMARY
The 426 Alice Street project entails the demolition of an existing vacant warehouse building and the new construction of a mixed-use building with 94 residential units and approximately 9,800 square feet of office space, along with 123 parking spaces.  The building is proposed at eight (8) stories high (85 feet, 4 inches), including  2-parking levels.  The site is located within the Waterfront Warehouse Historic District (WWD), which in April 2000 was placed on the National Register of Historic Places and the California Register of Historical Resources.  The existing structure was built in 1932 as the United Grocers Company Warehouse, is a contributor building to the WWD and is rated Dc1+ by the Oakland Cultural Heritage Survey (1983).  The DEIR has determined that the demolition of the existing structure is individually a significant impact and that this project combined with other projects completed, under construction, or planned in the district will have cumulatively significant impacts to the historic district.  The major design issues include the proposed building’s height and mass within the historic district, 
the exterior form and proportions, the design and treatment at the street level and the use of certain materials.
The required planning permits include a Conditional Use Permit for the location of parking, loading or driveways within 75 feet of the front property line, Design Review for the S-4 zoning district overlay, and a Variance for an increased number (ratio) of compact-sized parking spaces and for the size of parking spaces adjacent to columns or walls within the garage.

This March 20, 2002 Planning Commission meeting provides the opportunity for a public hearing on the DEIR and the planning permits.  The public hearing allows for additional comment and testimony on the DEIR, in addition to written comments.  The comment period for the DEIR is scheduled to close at the close of the public hearing on March 20th.  The Planning Commission is asked to preside over the public hearing and provide comment on the DEIR and planning permits, giving staff and the project sponsor direction for the preparation of the Final EIR.  The Commission should identify design issues for staff to address in the final recommendation on the planning permits.  The decision on the planning permits and Final EIR will be made at a future Commission meeting.   

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The project would demolish an existing vacant warehouse in the WWD in the Jack London District of downtown Oakland and construct a new eight-story mixed-use project on the 30,767 square-foot lot on a block bounded by 4th, Alice, 5th, and Jackson Streets.  The project would include 94 residential units and approximately 9,800 square feet of office space. The building would be about 85 feet, 4 inches tall at the roof line, not including the parapet, which is offset from the roof edge approximately 15 inches. The project would provide 123 parking spaces within the first two levels of the building. The parking levels would be screened from view from Alice Street and 4th  Street with office space and residential units. Pedestrian access would be through a lobby entrance on Alice Street, and vehicle access would be accommodated with two entrances and exits on 5th Street.  

The project would be built in a “u”-shape around an approximately 8,700 square-foot open central courtyard above the two-level parking podium.  Other open space would be provided in the form of private balconies overlooking the courtyard and totaling about 4,500 square feet.  Units would range in size from about 800 square feet to about 1,700 square feet. The project would be constructed of an exposed concrete frame with industrial-style windows and with stucco infill panels to match the concrete structure and glass and metal panels on the upper two floors.  

PROPERTY DESCRIPTION
The WWD is a nine-block area supporting a diversity of uses including light industrial, warehousing, commercial, live/work, and residential.  The 880 freeway is adjacent to the north, with the Oakland Estuary approximately two blocks to the south of the district.  It remains a viable warehouse district even though over the last several years it has experienced an influx of live/work and residential adaptive re-use and new development.  The existing structures in the district represent a diverse mixture of industrial styles from the early and mid-twentieth century, with heights ranging from about 14 feet up to about  82 feet.  Additional information specific to the district heights is provided below in the Project Design Issues section.

Historic Context of the Waterfront Warehouse District

The WWD qualified for listing on the National Register and California Register under two criteria of the Register, criterion A and C, as described below.

Criterion A refers to property “…associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history.”  Under this criterion, the District is eligible for significance as the District is associated with Oakland’s industrial development from World War I to shortly after World War II.  Before World War I, Oakland’s industrial economy was considered tied largely to other East Bay cities.  During and after World War I until a few years after World War II, Oakland industry expanded rapidly.  Oakland’s industrial economy stood on its own and earned the city the nickname, “Industrial Capital of the West.”  Through the tonnage they shipped by rail, water, and land, the businesses that made up the area known today as the Oakland Waterfront Warehouse District contributed to Oakland’s industrial development.  

Criterion C refers to property that “…embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction.”  The District is eligible as it contains an intact concentration of buildings and structures that convey through its physical features the City’s industrial past.  The District is distinct in its unified architecture of early 20th Century utilitarian with some Beaux Arts Derivative and Art Deco inspired elements as well as its physical layout of wide streets, buildings built to the city street,  and buildings located and designed for access to the Western Pacific Railroad 3rd Street tracks.  (1999 National Register Nomination Registration Form Description).

The National Register Form indicates that of the 31 buildings and structures in the District, a total of 26 (or approximately 84 percent) are contributor historic resources (24 are contributing buildings, one is an individually contributing structure, and one is an individual building listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the American Bag Building).  (See Figure IV.E-2 and Table IV.E-1 of the DEIR, Attachment A).  Four are considered individually eligible for listing on the National Register:  (1) the Posey Tube at 415 4th Street; (2) the former Safeway Stores Corporate Headquarters at 201 4th Street; (3) the Western States Grocery Warehouse, 
otherwise known as Fourth Street Lofts, at 247 4th Street, and (4) the C.L. Greeno Building at 255 4th Street.  The American Bag Building at 299 3rd Street was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1999.  Of the 31 buildings and structures in the District, five have been identified as non-contributors.

The overall character of the District can be defined as low to medium-rise concrete or masonry warehouse construction.  For the most part, the buildings have little decorative detailing, with the exception of the Posey Tube Portal structure on Harrison Street and the C.L. Greeno Building at 255 4th Street.  Many of the warehouses have industrial sash and stepped or simply decorated parapets.  The streets are wide and enclosed by buildings that have no setbacks and which are built to the lot lines;  some occupy half or quarter blocks.  The existing buildings are generally representative of the economic history of the Port of Oakland and many are excellent examples of warehouse construction built during the period 1915 to 1950.

Existing Warehouse Building on the Site as a Historic Resource

The 30,767 square foot project site is fully occupied by the United Grocers Company Warehouse, a one-story, reinforced concrete warehouse that is approximately 14 feet in height.  The building occupies the west half of the block.   It was constructed in 1932 and originally occupied by a wholesale grocer warehouse business and continued its warehouse use until its recent vacant status.

The United Grocers Warehouse is not considered individually eligible for listing on the National Register.  It is important within the District more for its historical associations as a long-time wholesale grocers’ warehouse, than for its architectural merit, although it contains a sidewalk canopy along Alice Street and triangular pediments that are recurring features in the District.  The warehouse is also located at the north end of the District which is characterized by other small-scaled, one-story warehouse buildings. The warehouse is identified as a contributor building to the District, as officially listed in the National Register, and is identified as a contributor building to an Area of Primary Importance by the Oakland Cultural Heritage Survey (OCHS), with a Dc1+ rating.

The existing building meets the criteria of a historic resource under CEQA.  Each of the criteria are discussed in the DEIR, beginning on page IV.E-12.
GENERAL PLAN ANALYSIS

The General Plan land use designation for the site is WWD-Waterfront Warehouse District, pursuant to the Estuary Policy Plan (EPP). The maximum floor area ratio of the WWD is 5.0, and the maximum residential density is 100 units per gross acre, equating to 133.33 units per net acre. The proposed project’s habitable floor space (excluding parking) of  approximately 138,500 square feet  equates to an FAR of 4.5, and the 94 units on the site equates to the maximum density allowed by the EPP, based on the 30,767 square foot site.  The FAR 
calculation does not include the space within the enclosed garage, pursuant to Section 17.09.040 of the Zoning Ordinance, and reaffirmed by the Planning Commission in the decision on the December 5, 2001 amendment tot he “Guidelines for General Plan Conformity”. 
The EPP Land Use objectives that apply to this project include:

Objective LU-1:  Provide for a broad mixture of activities within the Estuary area.

Objective LU-3: Expand opportunities and enhance the attractiveness of the Estuary as a place to live.

Objective LU-5:  Provide for the orderly transformation of land uses while acknowledging and respecting cultural and historical resources.

Policy JL-6 of the EPP provides direction as to the intent of the WWD:  “Encourage the preservation and adaptive reuse of existing buildings in a new Waterfront Warehouse District.  Use of buildings and new infill development should include joint living and working quarters, residential, light industrial, warehousing & distribution, wholesaling, offices and other uses which preserve and respect the district’s unique character.”

As stated previously, the WWD is a nine block area that supports a variety of industrial activities and is also home to new residents, artists/artisans, and professionals. To reinforce the District’ character, scale, historic qualities, and activities, the Estuary Policy Plan suggests that reuse of existing buildings and new infill development should be compatible with adjacent uses and should incorporate the following specific measures:

· Active, publicly oriented ground-level uses or habitable spaces,  and windows and doors oriented to the street should be encouraged and maximized;

·  Build-to-lines along streets;

· New development should provide adequate setbacks and separations between adjacent buildings;

· Building components should be designed such that building mass or elevations are distinguished into different components of approximately one-quarter block or less;

· The use of character-defining elements of the District should be encouraged (e.g. multi-paned industrial sash windows; parapets and simple, restrained cornices; sidewalk canopies and awnings; flat roofs, rooftop features, historic signs, etc.);

· Balconies and areas of private open space should be discouraged on the front elevations of buildings; rather, they should be located in the back of buildings, between buildings, or as roof-top terraces.  Balconies should be designed to avoid potential privacy impacts on adjacent buildings;

· The use of industrial materials (e.g. concrete, masonry, metal, brick, glass, steel, etc.) should be encouraged to reinforce the interesting mix of exterior building materials in the area; 

· Onsite parking and loading should be concealed from view from the street and/or encapsulated within the building.  Surface parking lots should be well-landscaped;

The project generally meets the land use objectives of the Estuary Policy Plan as the project would provide a mixture of uses (residential and office) and would provide opportunities to expand the residential population as well as provide support commercial uses.  Although the project would demolish the warehouse rather than adaptively reuse the warehouse, the project would provide a new building that bases its architectural character from the historic resources within the WWD. The project also generally meets the aspect of Policy JL-6 that encourages new infill development as it would construct residential units and office space on the ground floor in the WWD. The project is designed to reflect an industrial character with elements of the neighborhood’s industrial past by building to the street; providing active, habitable spaces on the ground floor; and incorporating the use of concrete, glass, and metal.  The project would also incorporate suggested character-defining materials of the District such as sidewalk awnings and industrial-like rooftop features to encapsulate mechanical systems.  On-site parking and loading would be visually concealed within the building by placing the office space along 4th and Alice Streets, and balconies would be located away from the front street elevations facing onto the interior courtyard.  Additional assessment of design elements is provided below in the “KEY ISSUES AND IMPACTS” section of this report.

Additional General Plan policies and direction applicable to this project is summarized in Attachment B to this report.  As noted earlier, this project is consistent with the maximum allowable density and FAR of the WWD, and it provides 94 housing units and office space which will assist in achieving the EPP goals for active pedestrian streets and a vibrant district.

ZONING ANALYSIS

The site is zoned C-45 (Community Shopping Commercial) with an S-4 overlay (Design Review).  The C-45 allows for residential and office uses.  The C-45 district requires a Major Conditional Use Permit, pursuant to Section 17.56.090, to allow accessory parking, loading, and driveways within 75 feet of a front lot line.  The criteria for review and approval of  a use permit is within Section 17.134.050.

Design review is required because the site is located within the S-4 Design Review overlay district.  The design review criteria is within Section 17.136.070. 

The proposed project satisfies all applicable zoning regulations except as noted below, including the required number of parking spaces and required open space.  A variance is being requested  for the number of compact-sized spaces proposed.  Sixty-three (63) spaces out of the required ninety-four (94) spaces are required to be standard or handicap spaces and the proposal indicates fifty-six (56) standard or handicap spaces with the remaining spaces compact sized, for a seven (7) space (11%) deficiency in standard sized spaces.  In addition, a variance is requested for the width of several parking spaces that are adjacent to walls or columns within the parking garage.  Section 17.116.200.A requires an additional three (3) feet of width to a required standard parking 
space within a garage when the long side of the space “abuts a wall, or other, similar obstruction”.  This has been conservatively interpreted to include columns within the garage.  There are 3  instances within the garage where required, standard-sized parking spaces abut a wall and 28 instances where they abut a column without the required additional 3 feet of width.  Findings for these variances must be made pursuant to Section 17.148.050.

The criteria for the Conditional Use, Design Review, and Variances will be evaluated and findings made on these applications, which will occur at a later Planning Commission meeting after release of the Final EIR.  

The public hearing on March 20th  provides the opportunity for comment and testimony on the Conditional Use Permit, Design Review, and Variance applications, in addition to the DEIR. 

ENVIRONMENTAL DETERMINATION

The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires environmental review for those discretionary projects that could have significant impacts on the environment.  Based on the project description and location, staff determined that the project may have potentially significant environmental impacts.  In addition, other environmental  issues were reviewed and the project was found to have less than significant impacts, including aesthetics, geology and soils, hazards and hazardous materials, hydrology and water quality, public services, parks and recreation, and utility services.  A summary of these impacts is found in Appendix C of the DEIR.  The KEY ISSUES AND IMPACTS section, below, summarizes those impacts that were analyzed in greater detail, including traffic, air quality, noise, historical resources, and visual quality, shadow, and light and glare.

On January 30, 2002, the DEIR was published and circulated for public review. The comment period expires on March 20th at the public hearing before the Planning Commission for the DEIR and the planning permits. 

The CEQA requires that before a decision can be made to approve a project with potentially significant environmental effects, an EIR must be prepared that fully describes the potentially significant environmental effects of the project.  The EIR is a public information document for use by governmental agencies and the public to identify and evaluate potential environmental consequences of a proposed project, to recommend mitigation measures to lessen or eliminate adverse impacts, and to examine feasible alternatives to the project.  The information contained in the EIR is reviewed and considered by the City prior to the ultimate decision to approve, disapprove, or modify the proposed project, which will be at a later meeting.

CEQA requires that the lead agency (the City of Oakland) shall neither approve or implement a project as proposed unless the significant environmental effects of that project have been reduced to a less-than-significant level, essentially “eliminating, avoiding, or substantially lessening” the expected impact, if feasible.  If the lead agency determines mitigation measures or 
alternatives are infeasible and approves the project despite residual significant adverse impacts that cannot feasibly be mitigated to less-than-significant levels, the agency must state the reasons for its action in writing, through a “Statement of Overriding Considerations”.  These must be included in the record of project approval.

The purpose of the March 20th public hearing on the DEIR and the planning permits is to receive testimony on the DEIR and the other major issues that should be considered for  the project.  For the purposes of the DEIR, the focus of the review, testimony, and discussion should be on the sufficiency of the document in identifying and analyzing the possible impacts on the environment and ways in which the significant effects of the project might be avoided or mitigated.

After comments are received and the public hearing closed on the DEIR, preparation of the Final EIR will begin. The Final EIR will be completed and published, and considered for certification by the Planning Commission.  The Final EIR will include the following:

· The DEIR

· A list of persons, organizations, and public agencies commenting on the DEIR

· Responses to all comments received on the DEIR

· Any revisions, corrections, additions


· 
· 
· 

The public has expressed concern about the process that is underway where concurrent review of the environmental documents and the merits of the project are undertaken prior to certification of the final EIR. Staff has undertaken public noticing of all Board/Commission/Committee meetings held to date regarding this project and no determination or decisions have been made about the applications at these meetings. Rather, these meetings have been an opportunity to provide input and comment about the applications, concurrent with commenting on the DEIR. Sections 15004(c), 15080, 15202(b) through (d),  and 15087(i) of CEQA Guidelines recommend concurrent processing of applications and the EIR, and recommend combining the EIR process with the existing planning review process. Advisory bodies can make recommendations to the decision making body about the project(s) using the draft EIR, pursuant to Section 15025(c).

The following section of this report summarizes the major environmental findings in the DEIR.   
KEY ISSUES AND IMPACTS

Potentially Significant Environmental Impacts from Project
The DEIR analyzed the environmental impacts of the project and provides three levels of impacts:  1) those impacts that would not be significant, 2) those impacts that could be mitigated to less than significant (including air quality, noise,  traffic and parking), and 3) those impacts that could be considered significant even with mitigation (historic resources, traffic, as summarized below). Mitigation measures have been identified to reduce potential significant 
environmental effects.  Staff has worked extensively with the historic preservation consultant on the Historic Resources section, and believes the DEIR presents a comprehensive and accurate assessment of the impacts on historic resources. The complete analysis of the significant unavoidable impacts and mitigations is found in the DEIR, beginning on page IV.E-24.  The historic consultant’s analysis letter is Appendix G to the DEIR.  A complete summary of all environmental impacts and mitigation measures is found in the DEIR, Table II-1, beginning on page II-3 (Attachment C to this report).  Following is a summary of those impacts that are considered significant unavoidable in the DEIR analysis:

1. The project would increase traffic at local intersections in the project vicinity (Impact B.1).  With Caltrans implementation of modified traffic signal timing at Jackson Street and 5th Street, this impact will be reduced to Less than Significant.

2. The project would contribute to cumulative increases in traffic at local intersections in the project area in 2020 (Impact B.10).  With Caltrans implementation of modified traffic signal timing at Jackson Street and 5th Street, this impact will be reduced to Less than Significant.

3. The project would demolish the United Grocers Company Warehouse building which is a PDHP, is listed on the Local Register of Historical Resources and is thus a historic resource under CEQA (Impact E.1).  This remains a Significant Unavoidable Impact even with mitigation measures. The mitigation measures proposed in the DEIR for this impact include appropriate documentation of the historic resource as well as a contribution (amount to be determined by the City) for signs or markers within the WWD.  The Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board suggested an alternative mitigation measure would be to require a contribution toward a construction fund available for the modification of non-contributor buildings in an effort to make them contributors.  Implementation of such a measure would depend on the approval of the owner’s of those non-contributing buildings. 

4. The proposed project, including demolition of the United Grocers Company Warehouse and construction of a new building as proposed, in combination with other past, current and reasonably foreseeable new construction and other alterations to the listed National Register Waterfront Warehouse District would not result in its loss of eligibility for the National Register District.  Thus, the CEQA threshold of significance would not be exceeded and there would be less than significant cumulative impacts.  The EIR, however, considers this impact to be a significant unavoidable impact, in the interest of being conservative, because the cumulative development would cause alterations and new intrusions into the District such that its ability to convey its sense of an historic environment would be substantially reduced.  Therefore, this could be considered to be a cumulatively significant unavoidable impact (Impact E.4).  The historic resource analysis indicated that even a building of 4 to 5 stories in height on the project site would not likely change this potential cumulative impact.

Project Design Issues

The major design issue centers on the proposed building’s height (85 ft., 4 in.) in a National Register historic district characterized by lower-scaled buildings.  This issue has implications for 
the historic resource impacts addressed in the previous section.  The heights of surrounding buildings within the district range from 18 feet up to 82 feet, with the majority of buildings along the north side of 4th Street in the 18 to 20 foot high range, along with the 55 foot tall Posey Tube Portal structure.  Buildings along the south side of 4th Street range from 17 to 82 feet, with those across from the project site at 44, 60, and 82 feet.  It should be noted that the 82 foot height of the former Safeway building (now New Market Lofts – 201 4th Street) occurs on a portion of the building set back over 10 feet from the lower portions of the building, with a height of approximately 70 feet at the front building line directly along 4th Street.  Attachment E to this report is an excerpt from the DEIR indicating building heights within the district.  The City Council has rejected the imposition of specific height limits within the Jack London District on several occasions, most recently on November 27, 2001.

During the preparation of the DEIR for the project, the project proponents, their architects and staff worked together to incorporate design changes.  The objective was to provide a more industrial character with exterior materials and windows, as well as to provide a small stepback and significant material changes in the upper floors.  These design changes have taken place over the past 18 months, based on consultation with City staff and historic architects.  The project as presented includes the following major design modifications:

· The façade of the top two stories (the concrete moment frame base) has been stepped back about 12 inches from the six-story base along 4th and 5th Streets and 6 inches along Alice Street.

· The materials of the top two stories are now proposed to consist of glass and metal panels to differ in appearance from the lower stories of the building.  The glazing system has been revised to a “front glazed” system which is different from the “center-glazed” system of the base windows, and an aluminum cornice (12-inches) has been added to the setback to further differentiate the transition between the six-story base and the top two floors.

· The six-story, concrete base has been made more uniform by increasing the width of the concrete columns and depth of the concrete parapet; reinforcing a regular rhythm and proportion of the openings consistent with the District; bringing the concrete columns to the ground in a single bay spacing instead of the double bay spacing; simplifying the window types and mullion patterns; and incorporating “awning” type operable vents consistent with patterns found in the District.  (The existing façade proportions of all significant, nearby structures in the District were studied, and the revised elevations were based on an average of dominant proportions found in those structures.)

· The pattern and assembly of the windows in the lower six floors have been modified to correspond more closely to the pattern of fenestration in the District.

· The building materials have been simplified with stucco infill panels that match the concrete structure, in lieu of the previous corrugated metal infill panels.

· The first two floors have been redesigned for commercial use, and the building façade has been brought out to the property line along all street edges.

· Solid parapets have been provided.

· A six-story stainless steel mesh screen has been added to denote the main residential entrance to the building and to reinforce the scale of the six-story base.

· Canopies are located only at the main residential and main office entrances in keeping with patterns in the District.
Project Alternatives
As listed above, the project has undergone a number of design changes with the goal of minimizing the project’s impact to the WWD and to assure that the project reflects the important design context and elements of the district.  In the DEIR, several project alternatives were reviewed.  

The DEIR  alternatives included 1) a no project alternative (preservation of the existing [now vacant] grocer’s warehouse; 2) a preservation alternative (re-use of existing building for office or residential use); 3) a mitigated preservation alternative (adding 2 or 3 floors to the existing building with about 30 units residential and about 8,000 square feet of retail space); and 4) a reduced density alternative (4 floors of wood frame construction over a 1-level concrete parking podium, with 60 units and no office or retail space at street level).  The project sponsor also looked at the following alternatives which were rejected as infeasible:  a) Grocery Retail Use in existing building – rejected due to lack of parking; b) Reduced Density with 4 floors of wood-frame construction over a 1-story concrete garage podium with residential space provided on the street frontages – rejected due to a Unified Building Code prohibition on wood-frame construction over a concrete podium containing residential space; c) Relocation of the existing warehouse structure to another WWD site – rejected due to lack of available sites; and d) Preservation of the warehouse and consideration of an alternative site for the project – rejected due to the sponsor’s lack of control over any other site in the area.

Height, Mass and Scale
The project as proposed at 85 feet, 4 inches in height, would be the tallest building in the WWD.  As previously stated, it is primarily the building’s height and mass that create the significant impacts to the historic district.  The alternatives reviewed, in varying degrees, would avoid or lessen the impacts, including historic resource impacts as well as traffic and parking impacts.  Those alternatives also fail to meet certain of the City’s land use policies to the degree that the proposed project does.  For instance, the alternatives that avoid or substantially lessen the number of residential units do not support the desire for housing in the downtown area, nor do the alternatives that provide no active street-level activity support the desire for an active streetscape.  According to the project sponsor, the project attempts to balance the various land use objectives while providing an economically feasible development.

Some additional significant design changes that have been discussed with the project sponsor to date along with a brief analysis have included:  

· Provide additional stepback in the building at the upper floors – earlier shown by the project sponsor at 18 inches from Alice and 4th Street, and explored at 8 to 10 feet or more as well;  A more substantial stepback in the upper floors will reduce the visual impact to the district, but would most likely result in loss of residential units.

· Reduce the overall height of the building to 4 or 5 stories, which according to the historic analysis is not likely to lessen the potential negative impact to the historic environment of the district;  This would most likely result in a wood-frame building which would reduce the ability to convey an industrial character in keeping with the district. It would also result in a loss of residential units.

· Step the building up along the Freeway (5th Street), and lower to 4 or 5 stories along 4th Street, which is also not likely to lessen the potential negative impact to the historic environment;  This would, however, allow for a similar number of units while reducing the scale of the building along the 4th Street frontage. The project sponsor has rejected this as infeasible, due to high-rise construction requirements.

DRC Comments

On February 27, 2002, the Planning Commission Design Review Committee (DRC) reviewed the project.  Comments from the DRC identified design issues warranting further review.  Individual Commissioners expressed concerns over the proposed height, interest in seeing if a larger stepback in the building could be provided, suggestions to look at the material choices for the upper floors, and window size and spacing.  One Commissioner suggested that additional height might be acceptable along the freeway with a shorter facade facing 4th Street.   

Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board Comments
On March 11, 2002, the Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board (LPAB) reviewed the DEIR and the project. The LPAB addressed both the DEIR and the project design.  Regarding the DEIR, the LPAB found the DEIR satisfactory in its consideration of the historic preservation aspects of the project, subject to four (4) additional considerations:  1). Move the pertinent policies from the Historic Preservation Element to Section IV of the DEIR to be near the other General Plan policies, 2) an additional mitigation for the loss of the contributor building would be to provide a historic exhibit in the lobby of the 426 Alice project, 3) replace proposed mitigation measure E.1.b which calls for historic markers and signage at the developer’s expense with a measure to require contribution to a fund to upgrade potential contributor buildings (that are currently non-contributors) to contributor status, similar to the façade improvement program offered by the City, and 4) the EIR should consider how larger and more dominant buildings could be weighted differently than smaller building when assessing the impact of demolition and new construction on the potential eligibility of the National Register Historic District.

Regarding the project design, the LPAB generally supported the overall design, including height and mass, with the following comments:  1) The top 2 floors should be better integrated with the design of the lower floors and better respect the integrity of the historic district, 2) the window material and appearance are critical to the appearance and should be of highest quality, and the final selection should be subject to approval of the Director of Planning and Zoning, and 3) the concept of a stepped-down alternative design with a higher mass along 5th Street should not be encouraged, due to the inconsistency of the resulting asymmetrical massing with the district character. 

CONCLUSION

The balancing of various policies, some of which are competing, while still providing an economically feasible project, has been the main focus of the project sponsor in developing this project and of city staff in reviewing this project to date.  These policies include providing downtown housing, providing an active street-level, eliminating or lessening  impacts to historic resources, and providing a project that is also able to eliminate or lessen other adverse impacts (traffic congestion, parking shortage, etc.). 

The DEIR has identified impacts of the proposed project, including several that are significant unavoidable, and several that are less than significant after mitigation measures (see Table II-1 of DEIR).
RECOMMENDATIONS:
       Hold a public hearing and receive public testimony on the DEIR and the planning permits.  Close the public hearing and the public comment period for the DEIR.  Provide staff and the project sponsor direction regarding issues to be addressed in the Final EIR and staff report that will contain the recommendations for  the planning permits.
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