
December 17, 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 7:04 p.m. on Wednesday, December 17, 2008 in the Council Chambers at Torrance City Hall.
2.
SALUTE TO THE FLAG

The Pledge of Allegiance was led by Commissioner Weideman.
3.
ROLL CALL
Present:
Commissioners Busch, Gibson, Horwich, Skoll, Uchima, Weideman and Chairperson Browning.

Absent:
None.
Also Present:
Planning Manager Lodan, Planning Assistant Yumul,

Plans Examiner Noh, Associate Civil Engineer Symons,

Deputy City Attorney Whitham, Deputy City Attorney Sullivan 

and Fire Marshal Kazandjian.

4.
POSTING OF THE AGENDA


Planning Manager Lodan reported that the agenda was posted on the Public Notice Board at 3031 Torrance Boulevard on Friday, December 12, 2008.

5.
APPROVAL OF MINUTES – None.
6.
REQUESTS FOR POSTPONEMENT

Planning Manager Lodan relayed the applicant’s request to continue Agenda Item 11B (MOD08-00015: James Kong/2455 Sepulveda LLC) indefinitely so the applicant could explore the possibility of allowing seating for the take-out restaurants.


In response to Commissioner Busch’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan confirmed that the applicant sent an email requesting a continuance at 2:40 p.m. this afternoon.

Commissioner Busch indicated that he favored going forward with the hearing due to the lack of adequate notice. 

A brief discussion ensued, and the majority favored granting the continuance.

MOTION:  Commissioner Gibson moved to continue Agenda Item 11B indefinitely.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by a 6-1 roll call vote, with Commissioner Busch dissenting.

7. 
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS #1
7A.
Commissioner Busch noted that he recently attended ethics training and was informed that people who address the Commission are not required to give their name and address.


Deputy City Attorney Sullivan advised that people are asked to give their name and address for the purpose of record keeping but they cannot be required to do so.
*


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

8.
TIME EXTENSIONS – None.

9A.
PRE08-00002: TRAN LEON (BOB VAGHELA)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow first and second-floor additions to an existing one-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 22134 Redbeam Avenue.

Recommendation

Approval.

Commissioner Gibson announced that she was recusing herself from this hearing because she was absent from the original hearing and had not had an opportunity to review the tapes.

Planning Assistant Yumul introduced the request.


Tran Leon, project architect, briefly described the revisions made to address concerns discussed a the May 21, 2008 Planning Commission hearing, including reducing the square footage, lowering the height, changing the façade, eliminating two of three balconies, and downsizing windows.  He voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.


Commissioner Busch commended the applicant for making an effort to address the concerns the Commission had about the project.


Referring to a letter from the Vaghelas’ attorney to surrounding neighbors dated August 6, 2008, Chairperson Browning noted that the letter mentions that north facing windows have been eliminated but the plans show two windows on the north elevation.


Bob Vaghela, 22134 Redbeam Avenue, applicant, confirmed that the letter from his attorney was incorrect, explaining that the two windows have been downsized and one has been shifted to mitigate the impact on privacy.


Dee Ann Davis, 5501 Beran Street, stated that she received the letter from the applicants’ attorney in August, which mentioned changes to mitigate privacy impact, however many of the other concerns discussed at the May 21 meeting were not addressed.  She reported that she subsequently received a letter from the Vaghelas dated November 18, 2008, but felt there was no point in meeting with them because the plans had already been submitted.   She noted that it was difficult to determine what changes were being proposed because flags on the original silhouette have deteriorated and it’s not clear what is part of the new silhouette and what is not.  She stated that she and her husband are open and friendly and she was baffled as to why the applicants didn’t just knock on their door and engage in simple neighborly communication.  

 
Joanne Guelff, 22130 Redbeam Avenue, contended that the proposed two-story addition would tower over her home, intrude on her privacy, and block sunlight from south-facing windows, submitting photographs to illustrate.  She reported that the private backyard was a major selling point when she and her husband purchased this home. 


Commissioner Weideman asked if Ms. Guelff would still be concerned about privacy if the north-facing windows were changed to mitigate the impact.


Ms. Guelff stated that she would still be concerned about the large windows on the rear of the house which would look into her backyard.


Referring to the photographs submitted by Ms. Guelff, Chairperson Browning related his understanding that there would not be a view into Ms. Guelff’s property from the back windows of the addition, except at an extreme angle, due to the positioning of the two houses.

  
Ms. Guelff reported that she can see the rear of the applicant’s house from her backyard therefore she believed there would be a view into her yard from these windows.


John Guelff, 22130 Redbeam Avenue, noted that he and his wife paid a premium for their home due to its private backyard and expressed concerns that the proposed project would intrude on their privacy, thereby reducing the value of their property.  He suggested that a large single-story home could be constructed on this lot rather than adding a second story, which would tower over their home due to the difference in grade.


In response to Commissioner Busch’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan advised that it would be possible to build a one-story home similar in size to the proposed project on this lot, but there would be a lot more constraints on re-arranging the space and the swing-in garage at the rear of the property would probably have to be changed. 


Chris Davis, 5501 Beran Street, maintained that the project would have a drastic impact on the privacy of surrounding neighbors because the subject lot sits at a higher elevation and that the size of the project was not consistent with other homes in the neighborhood.  He reported there was no interaction between the applicants and neighbors as the Commission had directed at the May 21 hearing and that he viewed the letter from the applicants’ attorney as an attempt at intimidation.  He recalled that flags were still being installed on the silhouette as late as December 10.


Planning Manager Lodan noted that a licensed engineer certified that the silhouette was correctly installed on December 7, 2008.


Julie Willoughby, 22126 Redbeam Avenue, reported that she was insulted by the statement in the Precise Plan application, Item 1d, “Our modern style design will add a great value to the neighborhood and will upgrade the surrounding areas.  Hopefully the neighbors will consider in the future to update their style.” She stated that she takes great pride in her home and will not be tearing it down to build a mansion.  She expressed dismay that the applicants have chosen to communicate via an attorney instead of knocking on neighbors’ front doors.  


Mr. Tran clarified that there are only two north-facing windows on the second story, a 2’ x 2’ bathroom window and a 4’x 2’ window in the family room with a sill height of five feet.


Commissioner Busch stated that he appreciated the changes that were made to the project, however, he still felt it was out of character with neighborhood.  He questioned whether the applicants had considered a single-story addition.


Mr. Vaghela related his understanding that there would not be enough room to provide the required setbacks, but Commissioner Busch noted that Planning Manager Lodan had indicated that a single-story home of similar size would be possible on this lot.


Commissioner Weideman commended the applicants for revising the project, but stated that he also thought the two-story addition was not in harmony with the neighborhood.  He pointed out that the subject lot is particularly prominent due to its elevation and corner location and this is primarily a one-story neighborhood.


Commissioner Uchima stated that he was not sure he could support a second story at this particular location, citing concerns about the impact on privacy and the potential that it would block light from the property to the north during winter months.


Chairperson Browning voiced his opinion that the project was not in harmony with the neighborhood and that the applicants had not established that being confined to the height of the existing home would constitute an unreasonable hardship.  He stated that he believed the applicants had tried to follow the direction given at the last hearing, but suggested that they might want to consider a single-story addition.  


Commissioner Busch indicated that he favored continuing the hearing indefinitely so the applicants could work with neighbors and Community Development staff in order to arrive at an acceptable project.  He stated that the liked the design of the project, but not at this location because he felt a two-story home does not belong on this lot.


MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved to continue the hearing on PRE-8-00002 indefinitely.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman, and discussion continued.


Commissioner Skoll stated that he was appalled by the statement in the application that suggested that neighbors need to upgrade their homes and voiced his opinion that the proposed structure does not belong in this neighborhood.


Commissioner Horwich related his belief that the applicants had done a lot to mitigate the project’s impact, including reducing the FAR (floor area ratio) to 0.50, downsizing north-facing windows and raising sill heights, eliminating 2 of 3 balconies, and lowering the overall height by 2 feet.  He stated that he had no objection if the applicants want a continuance, however, he did not believe the Commission has the right to say they can’t build a second story when it complies with all Code requirements.

 
Commissioner Busch stated that he could not support the project due to privacy impacts which violate the Hillside Ordinance even though other criteria, such as FAR, are within guidelines and that he felt it needs to be a one-story in order to alleviate privacy issues.

 
Commissioner Weideman wanted to make clear that he was voting only on whether or not to continue the hearing.


Chairperson Browning stated that he wanted to give the applicants an opportunity to redesign the project, but was not mandating that it be a one story.


Commissioner Skoll indicated that he shared Chairperson Browning’s sentiments.

Commissioner Uchima clarified that he was not only concerned about the privacy impact from north-facing windows, he was also concerned about east-facing windows, as well as the blockage of sunlight.  He indicated that he was not opposed to a second story if these issues could be addressed.

The Commission briefly discussed whether to grant a continuance or to deny the project without prejudice so the applicant would be able to appeal the decision to the City Council.

The public hearing was reopened so the applicant could comment, and Mr. Vaghela requested that the hearing be continued.

Commissioner Busch restated his motion.


MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved to continue the hearing on PRE-8-00002 indefinitely.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman and passed by unanimous roll call vote, absent Commissioner Gibson.


The Commission recessed at 8:07 p.m. and reconvened at 8:15 p.m. with all Commissioners present.

10.
WAIVERS – None.

11.
FORMAL HEARINGS

11A.
MOD08-00010: JERRY RODIN (ST. CATHERINE LABOURE SCHOOL)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Modification of a previously approved Conditional Use Permit (CUP95-00018) to allow the installation of a modular classroom building at an existing school on property located in the C‑4/R-3 Zones at 3846 Redondo Beach Boulevard.

Recommendation

Approval.

Planning Assistant Yumul introduced the request.


Jerry Rodin, project architect, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval.  He reported that the modular classroom will be installed adjacent to a similar existing modular classroom and it will comply with all ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) requirements including restroom facilities.  

Chairperson Browning suggested that something be done to the chain link fence to improve the look of the facility and to screen the playground from adjacent neighbors.  


Mary Dell Amico, representing St. Catherine Laboure School, reported that ivy was planted along the fence, but it has not grown as well as they had hoped.  

Mr. Rodin proposed that plastic slats be woven through the fence. 
In response to Commissioner Skoll’s inquiry, Mr. Rodin confirmed that the modular building must be certified by the State to ensure that it meets requirements for use as a classroom.

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

MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved for the approval of MOD08-00010, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

Planning Assistant Yumul read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-125.

MOTION:  Commissioner Uchima moved for the approval of Planning Commission Resolution No. 08-125.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

11B.
MOD08-00015: JAMES KONG (2455 SEPULVEDA LLC)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Modification of a previously approved Conditional Use Permit (CUP07-00020) to allow the allocation of 1,880 square feet for take-out restaurants within a commercial center currently under construction on property located in the M-2 Zone at 2455 Sepulveda Boulevard.

Continued indefinitely.

11C.
PRE08-00025, WAV08-00011: MARK F. STEPHENSON

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow the construction of a new two-story, single-family residence in conjunction with a Waiver to exceed the maximum height on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 25636 Amber Leaf Road.

Recommendation

Approval.


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


Chairperson Browning announced that he would be participating in this hearing even though he lives in the same tract because there is no conflict of interest.  He explained that his home is more than 500 feet away from the proposed project; that he cannot see the project from his home; and that he is not a member of the Country Hills Homeowners Association.


Commissioner Busch noted that the supplemental material indicates that the applicant would like to change the roof pitch from 3:12 to 4:12, in which case staff was recommending that the hearing be continued so the plans and the silhouette could be revised.  He questioned whether the applicant would like a continuance or proceed with the project as reflected in the current plans.


Mark Stephenson, 25636 Amber Leaf Road, applicant, stated that he planned to change the pitch of a portion of the roof, however, he did not believe it was necessary to continue the hearing because, according to his calculations, the change would result in an increase in height of only approximately 8 inches, not the 2 feet staff has calculated.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that the Precise Plan process requires that the plans and silhouette reflect the exact structure to be built.


MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved to continue the hearing on PRE08-00025 and WAV08-00011 indefinitely.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.


Commissioner Horwich asked about the Planning Commission’s obligation with regard to enforcing CC&Rs (Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions).

Deputy City Attorney Sullivan advised that CC&Rs are a private matter between the homeowners association and residents who are part of the association and the City has no involvement in their enforcement.  



Chairperson Browning questioned whether a project would come back to the Commission if it was approved by the Commission, but subsequently modified by a homeowners association.


Planning Manager Lodan explained that minor changes or those involving decreases in height and square footage could be handled through the sign-off process, but any substantial changes would be brought back to the Commission.


Planning Manager Lodan asked that anyone present in the audience for this hearing leave contact information with staff.


Mr. Stephenson expressed an interest in having the Commission consider the project without the change in roof pitch.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved to reconsider the motion to continue this hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Busch and failed to pass as reflected in the following roll call vote:

AYES:
Commissioner Weideman.

NOES:
Commissioners Busch, Gibson, Horwich, Skoll, Uchima and 

Chairperson Browning.

12.
RESOLUTIONS – None.

13.
PUBLIC WORKSHOP ITEMS – None.

14.
MISCELLANEOUS ITEMS – None.

15.
REVIEW OF CITY COUNCIL ACTION ON PLANNING MATTERS


Planning Manager Lodan reported that the appeal of the Commission’s approval of the medical office buildings on the former Daily Breeze site was scheduled to be heard by the City Council on December 16, but the applicant was able to resolve the concerns of nearby residents by shifting the parking garage another 10 feet to the south and the appeal was withdrawn.

16.
LIST OF TENTATIVE PLANNING COMMISSION CASES


Planning Manager Lodan noted that the January 7 meeting has been canceled and the next Commission meeting will be on January 21, 2009.

17.
ORAL COMMUNCATIONS #2

17A.
Commissioner Busch wished everyone a Merry Christmas, a Happy Chanukah, and a Happy New Year.

17B.
Commissioner Skoll requested that staff make arrangements for him to attend the UCLA extension course on February 12, 2009.

17C.
Commissioner Weideman wished happy holidays to all.

17D.
Commissioner Horwich requested information about the annual Planning seminar to be held in March.

17E.
Commissioner Horwich commended Deputy City Attorney Heather Whitham for her service to the Commission, noting that she will be greatly missed.

17F.
Commissioner Horwich thanked Commissioner Gibson for arranging the Commission’s holiday dinner.

17G.
Commissioner Gibson extended holiday greetings and thanked Deputy City Attorney Whitham for her support and advice.

17H.
Commissioner Uchima noted that Deputy City Attorney Whitham has been an excellent resource for the Commission and will be greatly missed.  He thanked Commissioner Gibson for arranging the holiday party.

17I.
Chairperson Browning echoed thanks to Deputy City Attorney Whitham for her service and Commissioner Gibson for arranging the holiday party.  He welcomed Deputy City Attorney Patrick Sullivan, who will be taking over the position of City Attorney’s representative at Commission meetings.

 18.
ADJOURNMENT


At 8:55 p.m., the meeting was adjourned to Wednesday, January 21, 2009 at 7:00 p.m.
Approved as Submitted

February 4, 2009

s/   Sue Herbers, City Clerk    (lc)


Planning Commission
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December 17, 2008

