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Attach

Location:
3255 Helen Street (APN 007-0596-011-00)

Proposal:
To convert a single family to a duplex.

Applicant:
Nadja Kuhner

Owner:
Todd Severson and Bill Garner

Planning Permits Required:
Design Review for new construction in the R-36 Zone and Major Variance for a density greater than allowed in the R-36 Zone within the Mixed Housing Type Residential General Plan Classification.  Minor variance for creating additional habitable space within the side yard setback (three feet required and 1’-0” provided on each side.) and for parking (three spaces required, two provided).

General Plan:
Mixed Housing Type Residential

Zoning:
R-36, Special One Family Residential Zone

Environmental Determination:
Exempt 15301; State CEQA Guidelines; minor alterations to existing facility

Historic Status:
Potentially Designated Historic Property (PDHP); survey rating: Dc2+

Service Delivery District:
I - West Oakland

City Council District:
3

For further information: 
Contact case planner Neil Gray at (510) 238-3878 or ngray@oaklandnet.com.

SUMMARY

The applicant proposes to lift a single family Victorian home in the Clawson District of West Oakland three feet to accommodate the conversion of the basement to a second unit. The proposal involves both a minor variance to allow two parking spaces instead of three and a major variance for a density greater than allowed in the R-36 Zone.  Due to the narrow width of the lot (25’-0”), the applicant could not provide access to the rear yard to accommodate any of the three required parking spaces.  Therefore, the proposal includes moving the house 20 feet towards the rear of the property to accommodate two parking spaces in the front yard.  Staff has several concerns regarding the proposal and the applicant has stated that she would like the proposal to set a precedent in the area.  Therefore, staff has referred the case to the Design Review Committee for input.

AREA MAP HERE

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The applicant has submitted a proposal to lift a single family home three feet to accommodate the conversion of the basement to a second unit.  The proposal requires a major variance because the R-36 Zoning allows two units on lots 4,000 square feet or greater and the subject lot is only 3,325 square feet.  Due to the narrow width of the lot (25’-0”), the applicant could not provide access to the rear yard to accommodate any of the three required parking spaces.  Therefore, the proposal includes moving the house 20 feet towards the rear of the property to accommodate two parking spaces in the front yard.  The parking would be located on four concrete strips on a gravel surface and be separated from the house by a six-foot fence. The Oakland Heritage Survey considers this Queen Anne style home a contributor to the historic character of the Clawson District.

The applicant has completed a similar conversion on 3259 Helen Street, next door to the proposal (see Attachment B). This proposal was approved without a major variance because WPA records showed that the home had been a duplex in 1936.

NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT

The subject lot is in a West Oakland neighborhood in the Clawson District in an area known as “Dogtown”, an area roughly bounded by the future I-580 on ramp extension of Mandela Parkway and 32nd, Hollis, and 34th Streets. This residential neighborhood is surrounded by several industrial properties and has a significant number of historically rated Victorian duplexes and single-family homes on narrow lots such as the proposed site.

KEY ISSUES AND IMPACTS

Staff has the following concerns in regard to this proposal:

· The project establishes a precedent of allowing density beyond that allowed by the zoning.  This type of density increase should be considered as part of a rezoning study, not project by project with a major variance.

· Although this area has a mix of properties with one unit (per the zoning) and two units (both legal and illegal non-conforming), the attached table shows that only 29 out of 222 total parcels in the area have second units on parcels that have a width of 25 feet or less.  The table is based on a field study by staff performed November of last year.

· Parking would dominate the front yard of the property, creating an unattractive streetscape.

· The proposal would require the use of an extensive curb cut across the front of the property, removing on street parking in front of the house.  This, coupled with the large curb cut to accommodate front yard parking on 3259 Helen Street, would remove a significant number of parking spaces from the street.

· The proposed fence would obscure the bottom half of the structure, thus negatively impacting the visual interest of the historically rated home from the street.

· The site plan would require “curling” the stairs parallel to the front property line. Betty Marvin of the Oakland Heritage Survey has stated that this design is inconsistent with the traditional design of Queen Anne Cottages of straight staircases perpendicular to the front property line.

· The applicant has stated that she would like to spread this pattern of development throughout the Clawson District.  Therefore, approval of the application would be a precedent, allowing Victorian homes throughout the neighborhood to be obscured by fences, streetscapes dominated by cars, and the removal of a significant number of on-street parking opportunities.

One alternative to the proposal would be to further waive the parking requirement of three spaces and provide only one parking space for the two units, avoiding the site plan issues involved with placing two parking spaces in front of the home.  However, the applicant proposes that each living unit contain three bedrooms and, therefore, one parking space would be insufficient to accommodate the development

The applicant argues that the development is appropriate for the neighborhood and is the only financially viable method of rehabilitating the Victorians in the neighborhood is to create duplexes such as that being proposed.  The applicant further argues that a pattern of duplexes on narrow lots already exist in Dogtown and that her proposal would provide high quality units to people that may not otherwise be able to afford them.

As mentioned, this application may set a precedent as a parking solution for other developments in the area.  Therefore, staff has referred this application to the Design Review Committee to gain input regarding the proposal and its policy implications.








Respectfully submitted:

GARY PATTON

Deputy Director of Planning and Zoning

Prepared by:

Neil Gray

Planner II

Attachments:
A.
Project Plans;

B. Photographs of 3259 Helen Street.

C. Survey of parcels in Dogtown area.
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