February 20, 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 7:02 p.m. on Wednesday, February 20, 2008 in the Council Chambers at Torrance City Hall.

2.
SALUTE TO THE FLAG

The Pledge of Allegiance was led by Commissioner Skoll.

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


Absent:
None.

Also Present:
Planning Manager Lodan, Planning Associate Gomez,

Plans Examiner Noh, Associate Civil Engineer Symons, 

Fire Marshal Kazandjian and Deputy City Attorney Sullivan.

4.
POSTING OF THE AGENDA


Planning Manager Lodan reported that the agenda was posted on the Public Notice Board at 3031 Torrance Boulevard on February 14, 2008.
5.
APPROVAL OF MINUTES – January 16, 2008

MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the approval of the January 16, 2008 Planning Commission minutes as submitted.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman and passed by unanimous roll call vote.
6.
REQUESTS FOR POSTPONEMENT – None.
7.
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS #1 – None.

*


Chairperson Busch reviewed 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 – None.

10.
WAIVERS – None.

11.
FORMAL HEARINGS

11A.
PRE07-00027: KATHRYN AND JOHN CROOKSTON

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow first and second-story additions to an existing one-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 236 Calle de Madrid.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request and noted supplemental material available at the meeting consisting of correspondence received after the agenda item was completed.


John Crookston, 236 Calle de Madrid, applicant, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.  He reported that he has lived in this home since 1972, which remains unchanged except for a small addition, and he would like to expand and modernize it.


Michael Origel, 260 Calle de Madrid, voiced support for the project, stating that he believed it would be good for the neighborhood.


Mike Moyer, 212 Calle de Madrid, also voiced support for the project.


Bobette Davison, 232 Calle de Madrid, stated that she had no objections to the project, but wanted it noted that a survey revealed that the Crookstons’ fence encroaches on her property by approximately 5 feet.  She indicated that she has no plans to remove the fence at this time but may want to enlarge her driveway in the future.


Brian Boswell, 229 Calle de Madrid, stated that he supports the project and believes it would be an improvement to the neighborhood.


Mr. Crookston explained that the lot survey revealed that side yard fences were 3 feet off the property line on the west side and 18 inches off on the east side, however, everyone involved has agreed to let it be for the time being because there’s little benefit to moving the fences.  He wanted to make clear that he holds no claim to the wedge of Ms. Davison’s land that his fence encroaches on.


In response to Commissioner Weideman’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan confirmed that the fences had no impact on the project’s FAR, which is based on the size of the lot.


Commissioner Weideman noted that in order to exceed an FAR of 0.50, the applicant must demonstrate that being confined to that limit would be an unreasonable hardship, and asked about the hardship in this case.


Mr. Crookston explained that the size of the rooms dictated the size of the addition and the only room that could be downsized is the master bedroom, but he would prefer to leave it the way it is.  He noted that hallways and doorways are wide enough for a wheelchair and that closets on the west side of both floors were designed so a small elevator could be installed should he or his wife become incapacitated.    

Commissioner Weideman expressed concerns that the flat area on the roof noted on the plans as a place for future solar panels/solar water heating has the potential to be used as a roof deck.


Mr. Crookston reported that he has been a proponent of solar energy for a long time; that he installed his first solar water heating in 1974; and that he hopes to install it on the addition as soon as his budget permits.  He explained that he likes to plan for the future and put in fire sprinklers and undergrounded utilities when he did his last addition even though it was not required.



Commissioner Horwich noted that a letter from neighbors at 331 Calle de Andalucia mentions concerns about privacy impact.


Mr. Crookston stated that he explained to these neighbors that the second-story window facing their property would have obscure glass and he also took photographs from his existing roof to demonstrate that their privacy would not be impacted.  He noted that the house in question is two houses to the east and approximately 100 feet away from his home.

   
Susan Volkman, 331 Calle de Andalucia, stated that she believed her concern about privacy had been addressed by the use of obscure glass, but asked about the possibility of lowering the structure to preserve more of her skyline view.  She noted that she was required to dig down several feet when she added a second story.


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


Commissioner Weideman expressed concerns about the project’s FAR of 0.56.


Commissioner Uchima voiced support for the project, noting that the applicant did an excellent job of informing neighbors about his plans and the vast majority of them have signed letters indicating that they approve of the project.


MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved for the approval of PRE07-00027, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and discussion continued.


Commissioner Browning noted that in addition to addressing the impact on view, light, air and privacy, the Hillside Ordinance was meant to eliminate massive, mansion-style homes by limiting the FAR to 0.50, unless an applicant can demonstrate that being confined to this limit would be an unreasonable hardship.  He voiced his opinion that the silhouette appears much too massive when viewed from the street or from properties to the rear and suggested that a significant reduction in height could be easily achieved by changing to a concrete slab foundation, reducing plate heights, and changing the pitch of the roof, which at 5 in 12 was the steepest he had seen since being on the Commission.  He related his belief that the large deck off the master bedroom would intrude on neighbors’ privacy and indicated that he would not support the project because in his opinion, it does not comply with the intent of the Hillside Ordinance. 

Voicing support for the project, Commissioner Skoll reported that he viewed the silhouette from both Calle de Madrid and Calle de Andalucia and thought the addition would fit in very well with the rest of the area.  He noted that only one person has complained about the project and she has indicated that her concerns have been resolved. 

   
Commissioner Weideman indicated that he would not support the project without a reduction in the FAR.


Chairperson Busch stated that he did not believe the applicant had established that being confined to an FAR of 0.50 would constitute an unreasonable hardship, therefore, he could not support the project.


Chairperson Busch called for a vote, and the motion for approval passed by a 4-3 vote with Commissioners Browning, Weideman and Chairperson Busch dissenting.


Planning Associate Gomez read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-016.


MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-016.  The motion was seconded by Councilmember Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.


Commissioner Horwich commented that he thought the Commission did itself a disservice by looking for problems where none exist, noting that the silhouette for this project has been in place for some time and it elicited only one complaint which has been resolved.


Chairperson Busch related his belief that whether neighbors support or oppose a project should not be the only determining factor, but rather decisions should be based on the merits of the case and that each Commissioner must decide based on his or her own subjective judgement.

11B.
CUP07-00033, DIV07-00019: DAVID ROBERTS (LYONS KANG MAPLE LLC)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Conditional Use Permit to allow the construction and operation of two new one-story industrial buildings exceeding 15,000 square feet in conjunction with a Division of Lot to create a flag lot subdivision on property in the M-2 Zone at 435 Maple Avenue.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request.

David Roberts, representing the applicant, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.


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

MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of CUP07-00033 and DIV07-00019, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Browning and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

Planning Associate Gomez read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution Nos. 08-017 and 08-018.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution Nos. 08-017 and 08-018.  The motion was seconded by Chairperson Busch and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

11C.
CUP08-00001: WITHEE MALCOLM ARCHITECTS (HEADLANDS

REALTY)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Conditional Use Permit to allow the conversion of an existing light industrial building to a medical office building on property located in the M-2 Zone at 2808 Columbia Street.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Associate Gomez introduced the request.


Dale Malcolm, Withee Malcolm Architects, project architect, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.  


Chairperson Busch questioned whether tenants have been identified for the medical office building.


Dr. David Slutsky, 3475 Torrance Boulevard, reported that he intends to purchase the building and move his practice there.


Referring to Condition No. 8, which requires that 1,515 square feet of floor area be completely removed from the mezzanine level, Mr. Malcolm proposed that the plywood and cement layers be removed, leaving the floor joists.  He explained that the floor area must be reduced because a medical use requires more parking than an industrial use, however, leaving the joists would make it possible to convert the building back to industrial use should it be resold at some point in the future.  He stated that Dr. Slutsky was prepared to do whatever the Commission thinks is best, but wanted to offer this as an alternative.

 
In response to Chairperson Busch’s inquiry, Dr. Slutsky stated that he believed the Code required handicapped parking (2 spaces) was sufficient because he is a hand surgeon and does not treat patients with lower limb disabilities.


Commissioner Browning asked about the possibility of using the mezzanine area for the storage of medical records instead of removing it.  Fire Marshal Kazandjian advised that it would be a violation of the Fire Code to store combustible material in this area.  Dr. Slutsky indicated that he had no need for storage space, but he would prefer not to tear out the mezzanine because it would help buffer for noise.


Commissioner Browning stated that he believed the mezzanine should be either kept as is, or the 1,515 square-foot area torn out completely, due to concerns that a fire could break out at the mezzanine level and a firefighter with visibility impaired by smoke could fall through the joists unaware that the floor has been removed.


Commissioner Uchima related his understanding that the office to be created on the mezzanine level would be completely enclosed so there would be no access to the rest of the mezzanine should it be stripped to the joists.


Mr. Malcolm advised that Dr. Slutsky’s 415 square-foot office on the mezzanine level would be walled in with gypsum board and glass and accessible only via the existing stairway, noting that a second existing stairway will be removed.


Commissioner Uchima asked if there would ever be a reason for a firefighter to go outside the office enclosure and enter the area where the joists would be.  Fire Marshal Kazandjian stated that while he saw no reason why someone would need to go into that area, he could not rule it out entirely.  


   Commissioner Uchima stated that he was inclined to let the joists remain, allowing the possibility that the building could be converted back to industrial use in the future and suggested adding a condition that the Conditional Use Permit will be revoked if it is found that this area is being utilized.


Commissioner Gibson questioned whether Condition No. 8 was based on concerns of the Fire Department.


Planning Manager Lodan explained that Planning staff wanted to ensure that the building remains in compliance with parking requirements and felt the best way to do this was to eliminate the extra space on the mezzanine level all together.  He recommended against imposing a condition revoking the Conditional Use Permit if the space is ever utilized because, typically, there are a series of enforcement actions taken before a CUP is revoked.


Commissioner Horwich noted that this is a rather unique situation because the only way to meet parking requirements is to remove existing floor area.  He indicated that he favored retaining Condition No. 8 because it would ensure compliance with parking requirements and eliminate the possibility that someone would rebuild the mezzanine area and apply for a Waiver of parking requirements at a later date.

Noting that he was on the Commission when the development was approved, Chairperson Busch stated that the Torrance Matrix Business Park has exceeded his expectations and he thought this proposal was a creative idea for using space in an industrial park.

Commissioner Browning indicated that the mezzanine issue was not a stumbling block for him and that he would like to see this project go forward.

Commissioner Skoll voiced support for the proposal, relating his belief that the medical facility would enhance the development.

Donald Murphy, 2824 Columbia Street, stated that he as well as other owners in the Matrix Business Park were not notified of this hearing and requested that the hearing be delayed so that they could have a say in the process.  He reported that 15 of the 24 buildings in the industrial condominium park have been sold and the owners were currently in the process of forming their own association.  He expressed concerns about the change from industrial to medical use and the impact on parking, submitting photographs of vehicles encroaching on his driveway.

Chairperson Busch asked how many of the 15 owners have moved into their buildings, and Mr. Murphy estimated that 8-10 buildings are occupied. 

In response to Chairperson Busch’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan provided clarification regarding the notification process and confirmed that legal requirements for notification had been met.  He explained that the Community Development Department gets monthly updates from the L.A. County Tax Assessor’s office and it appears that the parcels in question had not been processed, which may be why the owners did not receive notification.

Commissioner Uchima asked if Mr. Murphy had a specific concern about a medical use.  Mr. Murphy responded that his main concern was the proposed Zone Change and the possibility that a much more intensive use, such as a job clinic, could go in at this location should Dr. Slutsky decide to sell.

Planning Manager Lodan explained that no Zone Change was proposed and that the proposed Conditional Use Permit would run with the land, which means that another medical use would be allowed should Dr. Slutsky sell the building.

In response to Commissioner Browning’s inquiry, Mr. Murphy confirmed that the business park has CC&Rs (Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions).

Commissioner Browning indicated that he favored postponing the hearing so that he could have an opportunity to review the CC&Rs and the owners of the buildings could be notified.


Scott Sheridan, representing the applicant Headlands Realty Corporation, explained that the project is comprised of 24 individual lots and the CC&Rs only address landscaping and painting/maintenance of the buildings to make sure that everything is well maintained.  He noted that each building has its own separate parking lot and that office uses were always envisioned for a portion of the buildings.


In response to Commissioner Browning’s inquiry, Mr. Sheridan confirmed that the CC&Rs also cover the maintenance of common driveways.


Commissioner Horwich asked if the CC&Rs had been approved by the City’s legal staff.  Deputy City Attorney Sullivan advised that staff only reviews CC&Rs to make sure that they reflect what the Planning Commission has approved and that a provision for a tie-breaker has been included. 


Dr. Slutsky indicated that he had no objection to continuing the hearing.


Commissioner Uchima stated that while he wasn’t opposed to a continuance, he could not foresee any concerns the other owners would have about this use.


Commissioner Horwich doubted that anything would be accomplished by continuing the hearing for two weeks and indicated that he was prepared to vote on this matter tonight.


Commissioner Browning noted that it has been the policy of the Commission to listen to the concerns of neighbors within the notification area and voiced his opinion that this courtesy should be extended to the owners of buildings in the business park.


Chairperson Busch asked about time constraints, and Dr. Slutsky reported that he is subleasing space and has to move by April 30.


Commissioner Skoll stated that he also saw little reason to delay the vote because the proposal complies all requirements and according to the developer, office uses were always intended to be part of the project.

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


Commissioner Weideman stated that he supports a medical use at this location, however, he believes the other owners in the complex should be notified and does not believe a two-week delay would create any problems for Dr. Slutsky.  He suggested that the delay would also provide an opportunity for staff and the applicant to try to resolve the mezzanine issue.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved to continue the hearing to March 5, 2008, and discussion continued.


Commissioner Uchima stated that he could not think of any reason another owner would object to this usage except for parking, which should not be a problem because each building has its own lot and vehicles that are not supposed to be there can be towed away.  He offered the following substitute motion:


MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved to approve CUP08-00001, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff, modifying Condition No. 8 to allow the floor joists to remain in place.   Discussion continued.

Referring to a photograph submitted by Mr. Murphy, Commissioner Gibson stated that there does appear to be parking issues at the business park and she did not believe owners there should have to spend their time having cars towed away.


Chairperson Busch voiced support for a continuance, relating his belief that it was only fair that the 15 building owners be allowed due process.


Commissioner Uchima pointed out that the parking problem shown in the photograph involves street parking over which the business park has no control.


Commissioner Horwich seconded Commissioner Uchima’s substitute motion for approval of CUP08-00001.  The motion failed to pass as reflected in the following roll call vote:
AYES:
Commissioners Horwich, Skoll and Uchima.

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


Commissioner Weideman restated his original motion.

MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved to continue the hearing to March 5, 2008.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Browning and passed as reflected in the following roll call vote:

AYES:
Commissioners Browning, Gibson, Weideman and Chairperson Busch.

NOES:
Commissioners Horwich, Skoll and Uchima.

Chairperson Busch requested that staff notify all owners for whom they have addresses and also asked Mr. Murphy to notify those he knows about the hearing.

12.
RESOLUTIONS

12A.
PRE07-00028: JOHN AND MERTZ MAHER

Planning Commission adoption of a resolution reflecting their decision to deny without prejudice a Precise Plan of Development to allow first and second-story additions to an existing two-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 3820 Newton Street.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-003.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

12B.
PRE07-00030: JAMES MEYER (MICHAEL GUZMAN)

Planning Commission adoption of a resolution reflecting their decision to deny without prejudice a Precise Plan of Development to allow first and second-story additions to an existing two-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 602 Paseo de la Playa.


MOTION:  Commissioner Browning moved for the adoption of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-005.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by 6-1 roll call vote, with Commissioner Gibson dissenting.

13.
PUBLIC WORKSHOP ITEMS – None.

14.
MISCELLANEOUS ITEMS – None.

15.
REVIEW OF CITY COUNCIL ACTION ON PLANNING MATTERS – None.

16.
LIST OF TENTATIVE PLANNING COMMISSION CASES


Planning Manager Lodan reviewed the agenda for the Planning Commission meeting of March 5, 2008.

17.
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS FROM THE PUBLIC #2

17A.
Commissioner Gibson requested an excused absence for the next two meetings.  Commissioner Uchima, seconded by Commissioner Horwich, so moved; and hearing no objection, Chairperson Busch so ordered.

17B.
Commissioner Browning stated that he did not feel qualified to make a decision on matters involving “green building” and asked that staff provide some training on this issue.

 
Planning Manager Lodan reported that the City is putting together a presentation on green building, which he plans to share with the Commission at a future date, and offered to look for other sources of training to increase Commissioners familiarity with this issue.

17C.
Commissioner Browning noted that Redondo Beach was meeting this evening regarding changes in the building code.


Plans Examiner Noh advised that Torrance recently adopted the 2007 California Building Code (with local amendments), which was updated from the 2001 California Building Code.

17D.
Planning Manager noted the upcoming Planners Institute Conference in Sacramento, March 26-28, and asked that Commissioners let him know if they were interested in attending.

18.
ADJOURNMENT


At 8:50 p.m., the meeting was adjourned to Wednesday, March 5, 2008 at 7:00 p.m.

Approved as Amended
March 19, 2008

s/  Sue Herbers, City Clerk   (lc)


Planning Commission
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