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Location:
426 Alice Street (APN 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 in an 8-story building.

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; Design Review, and a Variance for percentage of compact parking spaces.

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  (DEIR) 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

For further information: 
Contact case planner Scott Miller at (510) 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 is on the National Register of Historic Places and the California Register of Historical Resources.  The existing structure is a contributor building to the WWD and is rated Dc1+ by the Oakland Cultural Heritage Survey.  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. 

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 project would provide 123 parking spaces within the first two levels of the building. 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.

AREA MAP HERE

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.  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 parking levels would be screened from view from Alice Street and 4th  Street with office space and residential units.

A DEIR for the project has been completed, circulated for public review, and the comment period expires on March 20 at the public hearing before the Planning Commission for the DEIR and the planning permits.  The required planning approvals 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.

LAND USE AND ZONING CLASSIFICATIONS

The Estuary Policy Plan (EPP) Land Use Classifications Map designates the site as part of the WWD.  Policy JL-6 of the EPP states that the WWD’s intent is to “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 and distribution, wholesaling, offices and other uses which preserve and respect the district’s unique character.”  The maximum floor area ratio (FAR) in the WWD is 5.0 and the maximum residential density is 133.33 dwelling 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 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.

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 does not, on its face, appear to meet the preservation and reuse intent of the above policy as it entails demolition of the existing warehouse on site.  However, the project would be 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 Design Review Issues” section of this report.

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 more restrictive FAR limit of 5.0 from the EPP regulates development of the site.  The proposed project satisfies all applicable zoning regulations including the required number of parking spaces and required open space.  A variance is being requested, however, for the number of compact-sized spaces proposed (63 spaces out of the required 94 spaces are required to be standard or handicap spaces and the proposal indicates 56 standard or handicap spaces with the remaining spaces compact sized, for a 7-space or 11% deficiency in standard sized spaces).  The zoning regulations and planning permits will be addressed in the upcoming staff report to the Planning Commission for the public hearing on March 20, 2002.

KEY DESIGN REVIEW ISSUES

Introduction of New Mass and Height into the WWD

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.  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 A to this report is an excerpt from the DEIR indicating building heights within the district.

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.  Although the Design Review Committee (DRC) is seeing this proposal for the first time, the Committee should be aware of these design changes that 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.
 Impacts on Historic Resources Under CEQA

The DEIR Historical Resources section concludes  that (1) the demolition of the existing warehouse building is a significant unavoidable impact; (2) the new construction, in and of itself, would not result in a significant impact on the District; and (3) although the proposed project  in combination with other past, current and reasonable foreseeable new construction and alterations in the district would not result in the loss of eligibility for the National Register District,  the District’s ability to convey its sense of an historic environment may be substantially reduced and thus, in the interest of being conservative, the DEIR considers this impact to be significant and unavoidable.  The project’s contribution to this negative impact is primarily because of it’s height and mass, notwithstanding the design revisions outlined above, which aid in diminishing the apparent building height and mass.

Other CEQA Impacts

Pursuant to CEQA,  other project impacts were reviewed including traffic, parking, air quality, noise, and visual quality and shadow.  With various mitigation measures as recommended in the

DEIR, these impacts would be less than significant, according to the DEIR analysis.  These mitigation measures include working with Caltrans to modify the traffic signal phasing/timing at Jackson Street and 5th Street and instituting an on-site shared parking management plan to most effectively use the available parking spaces within the project.

Design 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.  In the DEIR, several alternatives were reviewed.  While the DRC is not addressing the DEIR at it’s February 27th meeting, an awareness of more substantial design changes that have been reviewed in comparison to the project will help inform the DRC.  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 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.

Other Potential Design Changes
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.
The balancing of various policies, some of which are competing, including providing housing, providing an active street-level, eliminating or lessening  impacts to historic resources, providing a project 
able to eliminate or lessen  other adverse impacts (traffic congestion, parking shortage, etc.), 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.  To this end, the staff is very interested in comments from the DRC. 
RECOMMENDATION

Staff is requesting the DRC’s input on the design aspects of the project, primarily in relation to building height, mass and use of materials, as well as other comments about what issues may need further clarification or followup for the full Planning Commission hearing on March 20th.








Respectfully submitted:

LESLIE GOULD

Director of Planning and Zoning

Prepared by:

Scott Miller

Planner IV, Major  Projects

Attachments:
A.
Figure IV.E-5 from DEIR indicating Existing Building Heights


B.  Site Plan, Floor Plans, and Elevations
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