January 21, 2009
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, January 21, 2009 in the Council Chambers at Torrance City Hall.
2.
SALUTE TO THE FLAG

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

Absent:
None.
Also Present:
Planning Manager Lodan, Sr. Planning Associate Santana,

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, January 15, 2009.

5.
APPROVAL OF MINUTES 


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of the November 19, 2008 Planning Commission minutes as submitted.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

6.
REQUESTS FOR POSTPONEMENTS – None.

7.
ORAL COMMUNICATIONS #1

7A.
Richard Krebs, Ruby Street, requested that the Commission consider resurrecting the Hillside Overlay Committee in order to consider the expansion of the Hillside Overlay District.  He explained that he does not live within the Hillside Overlay, however, a neighbor’s second-story addition has blocked his view and expressed concerns that future development could have a devastating impact on property values on his block.  He submitted a packet of information, including photos and a petition in support of extending the Overlay.
Chairperson Browning noted that the Commission could not take action at this time because this matter was not on the posted agenda.


Commissioner Busch suggested that Mr. Krebs share his concerns with the City Council by speaking under “Orals” at a Council meeting.

8.
TIME EXTENSIONS – None.

9.
CONTINUED HEARINGS – None.
10.
WAIVERS – None.

11.
FORMAL HEARINGS

11A.
MOD08-00012: CARLOS ESCOBEDO

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Modification of a previously approved Conditional Use Permit (CUP99-00027) to expand an existing restaurant, and obtain an on-site beer and wine license on property located in the C-2 Zone at 2140 Artesia Boulevard.
Recommendation

Approval.

Sr. Planning Associate Santana introduced the request.

Carlos Escobedo, applicant, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval with the exception of Condition No. 5, which requires the elimination of the outdoor seating area because it obstructs the walkway and forces pedestrians into the parking lot.  He proposed instead to push the outdoor tables up against the wall with chairs on either side, which would leave approximately 40 inches of the walkway clear for pedestrians to pass.  He noted that other tenants in the center leave their doors open which protrude further into the walkway than his tables.

Plans Examiner Noh advised that the ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act) requires a minimum clearance of 48 inches.

Commissioner Busch noted that the staff report mentions that the applicant has already expanded his restaurant into the adjacent suite prior to the approval of this Modification.

Mr. Escobedo explained that he was only using the front portion of the new space and had done so for reasons of economics because he had no idea that this process would take so long and he has been paying full rent on the space since July 2008.

Commissioner Busch questioned whether there was a fine or penalty for not following the proper procedures.  Planning Manager Lodan advised that the City would typically give the applicant an opportunity to correct the situation, either by obtaining the appropriate permits or restoring the wall between the two tenant spaces, without imposing a fine or penalty.

Responding to questions from the Commission, Mr. Escobedo reported that his restaurant has been open two years; that he filed the application for the Modification in October 2008 along with a fee of $2,300.00; and that he expanded into the adjacent suite in mid-December.  He emphasized that he has not begun construction on the rear portion of the suite, which is the bulk of the project.

Commissioner Skoll noted that the Commission recently considered a case where an applicant went ahead with a project without benefit of a permit and the project was denied.
Commissioner Skoll questioned whether the Fire Department would have any concerns about the outdoor seating if ADA requirements can be met.

Fire Marshal Kazandjian advised that typically ADA requirements are sufficient, however, a site inspection would have to be made to confirm this.

Planning Manager Lodan reported that staff would still object to the outdoor seating even if the required clearance can be provided because the center does not have enough parking to support additional seating and the outdoor area would have to be surrounded by a railing because the restaurant will be serving beer and wine.

Mr. Escobedo stated that he did not believe the outdoor seating would work now that he understands the requirements.

Chairperson Browning suggested that it may be in Mr. Escobedo’s best interests not to have outdoor seating due to potential liability issues because there is no buffer between the seating and the parking lot.  He questioned whether the wall between the two suites is a non-bearing wall, and Mr. Escobedo related his understanding that it is, but agreed to check with the Building and Safety Department to make sure.

In response to Commissioner Browning’s inquiry, Planning Manager Lodan provided clarification regarding staff’s recommendation that a condition be added requiring that the existing trash enclosure be modified to comply with NPDES requirements.

Mr. Escobedo expressed his willingness to comply with all conditions and requirements.  He noted that his restaurant has gotten good feedback from the community and is ranked No. 1 for tacos according to YELP.com.

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

Commissioner Skoll stated that he was initially concerned when he read in the staff report that the applicant had expanded into the other suite without the appropriate approvals, however, unlike the earlier case he mentioned, this applicant was facing economic pressures, therefore he favored approval of the project with no additional penalties.

MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of MOD08-00012 as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff with the following modification:

Add
· That the existing trash enclosure shall be provided with roll-up doors, and a decorative trellis cover, with a solid liner under it to prevent windblown litter, dumping, and rain water from infiltrating into the receptacle, which shall be designed to match the design theme for the site.
The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

Commissioner Busch noted that the Commission considers each case individually without setting any precedent.


Sr. Planning Associate Santana read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-001.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-001 as amended.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.  


Agenda Item 11C was considered out of order at this time.

11C.
PRE08-00028: HUNG MEI-MEI CHEN

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Precise Plan of Development to allow the construction of a new one-story, single-family residence on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 2649 Brian Avenue.
Recommendation
Approval.

Deputy City Attorney Sullivan announced that Deputy City Attorney Whitham would be serving as the staff representative for this item because he lives within 500 feet of the project and exited Council Chambers.

Sr. Planning Associate Santana introduced the request.

John Yankowsky, project architect, voiced his agreement with the recommended conditions of approval and briefly described the proposed project.  He reported that the previous owner of the subject property increased the height of the rear property line wall and raised the grade of the backyard without benefit of permit and the neighbor to the rear is concerned that this wall was not engineered to be a retaining wall and could collapse due to the extra weight.  He stated that his clients were willing to work with the neighbor to correct the problem, possibly by reducing the height of the wall, creating a planter, and/or buttressing the wall. 

In response to Commissioner Busch’s inquiry, Plans Examiner Noh confirmed that the applicant will be required to provide a soil investigation report before any building permits can be issued.

The Commission briefly discussed the possibility of imposing a condition requiring that the applicant either demonstrate that the wall is structurally stable or rebuild the wall at the applicant’s expense.

Chairperson Browning related his belief that the Commission should leave the matter of the existing wall to the Building and Safety Department and focus on the project itself.

Commissioner Horwich noted his concurrence with Chairperson Browning’s remarks.  He indicated that he would support the project because it meets all requirements and would have no impact on the view, light, air or privacy of neighbors.  

 
Eric Rigler, 2662 Dalemead Street, reported that he had been concerned about the wall issue, but was now comfortable that it will be handled by the Building and Safety Department.  He stated that his only other concern was the potential privacy impact because his property is at a lower elevation and he did not want to feel like he was “living in a goldfish bowl.”


Chairperson Browning stated that he did not believe Mr. Rigler’s privacy would be impacted, noting that the project is only a single-story residence.


Commissioner Uchima reported that he stood in the backyard of the subject property at the level of the new windows and could not see anything but Mr. Rigler’s rooftop and patio cover.


Returning to the podium, Mr. Yankowsky reiterated that his clients’ willingness to work with Mr. Rigler to resolve the wall issue.

MOTION:  Commissioner Horwich moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.
Commissioner Weideman stated that he would support the project because he saw no violation of the Hillside Ordinance.

MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of PRE08-00028, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and passed by unanimous roll call vote.
 


Sr. Planning Associate Santana read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-004.


MOTION:  Commissioner Weideman moved for the approval of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-004.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.  


Deputy City Attorney Sullivan returned and Deputy City Attorney Whitham left Council Chambers.

11B.
MOD08-00017, WAV08-00017: JOHN ZIMMERMAN

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Modification of a previously approved Precise Plan of Development (PRE08-00007) to allow first-floor additions to an existing two-story, single-family residence in conjunction with a Waiver to allow less than the required side yard setback on property located within the Hillside Overlay District in the R-1 Zone at 5018 Reese Road.

Recommendation

Approval.


Sr. Planning Associate Santana introduced the request and noted supplemental material consisting of correspondence received after the agenda item was completed.


John Zimmerman, 5018 Reese Road, applicant, explained that he has downsized the project from what was originally approved, but a Waiver is required because the side yard setback would be 4 feet 5 inches instead of the required 6 feet 4 inches. 


Commissioner Weideman stated that he was in favor of the earlier proposal and he also supports this one, but noted that a neighbor has requested that retaining walls be built to protect the hillside (supplemental material).


Mr. Zimmerman confirmed that a retaining wall was incorporated into the design of the project.


Voicing support for the project, Chairperson Browning reported that he was initially concerned about the oversized garage but later recalled that the applicant owns classic cars as discussed when the project was first approved.
MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gibson and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved for the approval of MOD08-00017 and WAV08-00017, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Uchima and passed by unanimous roll call vote.
 


Sr. Planning Associate Santana read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution Nos. 09-002 and 09-003.


MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved for the approval of Planning Commission Resolution Nos. 09-002 and 09-003.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Skoll and passed by unanimous roll call vote.  

11C.
PRE08-00028: HUNG MEI-MEI CHEN


Considered out of order, see pages 4-5.

11D.
CUP08-00030: VESPA OF SOUTH BAY (TONY ABBOTT)

Planning Commission consideration for approval of a Conditional Use Permit to allow the operation of scooter rentals in conjunction with an existing scooter dealership on property located within the Hawthorne Boulevard Corridor Specific Plan Zone – North Torrance District at 18425 Hawthorne Boulevard.

Recommendation

Approval.

Sr. Planning Associate Santana introduced the request.

Chris McIntyre, owner of Vespa of South Bay, provided background information about the company, noting that it originated in Torrance in 1992 and has expanded to 150 locations, including 22 in France.  He requested clarification of Condition No. 3, which prohibits outdoor display of scooters without prior approval of the Community Development Director.

Planning Manager Lodan explained that the site has a slight overage of parking so there is room for vehicle display, however, staff wants to make sure that customer parking is not usurped.

Responding to questions from the Commission, Mr. McIntyre confirmed that driving a scooter requires a special license; reported that Vespas can go up to 80 miles-an-hour and they are gasoline powered, with a hybrid currently under development; and noted that scooters are a very popular mode of transportation in Europe and Asia.


Commissioner Horwich recommended that Condition No. 6, which prohibits test drives in the parking area and adjacent residential streets, be amended to require that the applicant develop an approved test drive route.


Mr. McIntyre reported that the test drive route has already been reviewed by City staff and approved.
Planning Manager Lodan suggested that Condition No. 6 be deleted.
MOTION:  Chairperson Browning moved to close the public hearing.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Horwich and passed by unanimous roll call vote.

MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved for the approval of CUP08-000030, as conditioned, including all findings of fact set forth by staff, deleting Condition No. 6.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman and passed by unanimous roll call vote.
 


Sr. Planning Associate Santana read aloud the number and title of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-005.


MOTION:  Commissioner Busch moved for the approval of Planning Commission Resolution No. 09-005 as amended.  The motion was seconded by Commissioner Weideman and passed by unanimous roll call vote.  

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 City Council extended the term of the contract for the preparation of the EIR for the Rockefeller project on Lomita Boulevard at the January 13 Council meeting and approved the retail center at the corner of Hawthorne Boulevard and Pacific Coast Highway, with the understanding that existing traffic and parking problems in the adjacent residential area will reviewed by the Traffic Commission.  He noted that staff will revisiting the traffic situation once the project has been completed and that traffic counts have been taken to establish a baseline.

16.
LIST OF TENTATIVE PLANNING COMMISSION CASES


Planning Manager Lodan reviewed the agenda for the February 4, 2009 Planning Commission meeting.

17.
ORAL COMMUNCATIONS #2

17A.
Commissioner Busch commended the City Council for reappointing Commissioner Gibson and Commissioner Uchima to another term on the Planning Commission.

17B.
Commissioner Busch asked about the status of the item on the Local Coastal Plan and Planning Manager Lodan advised that March would be the earliest the item could be brought before the Commission. 

17C.
Commissioner Skoll congratulated Commissioner Gibson and Commissioner Uchima on being reappointed.

17D.
Commissioner Skoll asked about the status of Torrance Memorial’s expansion.


Planning Manager Lodan reported that an application has been received and is being routed to City departments for comment and staff is about to begin drafting the Initial Study, after which a determination will be made whether an EIR will be required.

17E.
Commissioner Weideman echoed congratulations to Commissioner Gibson and Commission Uchima.

17F.
Referring to Richard Krebs’ remarks under Oral Communications #1, Commissioner Weideman noted that the Commission had expressed an interest in exploring the feasibility of expanding the Hillside Overlay District when Mr. Krebs originally approached the Commission with this idea in July 2006.

17G.
Commissioner Weideman asked about the status of the revised Public Notice sign (to include a website so the public can look up information about a project on-line), and Planning Manager Lodan confirmed that staff was still working on the new sign.

17H.
Commissioner Weideman expressed concerns that a silhouette on the east side of Hawthorne Boulevard was still in place months after the project was denied.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that staff has found a possible solution to the silhouette problem which involves adding language to the Precise Plan application whereby the applicant would acknowledge that a silhouette must be removed in a timely manner.

17I.
Commissioner Horwich echoed congratulations to Commissioner Gibson and Uchima.

17J.
Commissioner Horwich expressed an interest in attending the Planners Institute Conference in Anaheim and questioned whether Commissioners would be expected to drive home each evening rather than staying at the hotel.
Planning Manager Lodan explained that staff would prefer if Commissioners could drive home because it would help stretch the limited funding available for conferences/workshops.
17K.
Commissioner Uchima related his understanding that Sunrise Assisted Living has stopped construction on the project on Hawthorne Boulevard and expressed concerns about the stability of the hillside.


Planning Manager Lodan advised that Sunrise was in the process of preparing a revised stabilization plan for the hillside and the City was developing a punch list of things that must be done before they can walk away from the site.

17L.
Chairperson Browning congratulated Commissioner Gibson and Commissioner Uchima on their reappointments.

17M.
Chairperson Browning reported that he received a floral arrangement with a value of approximately $75.00 around Christmastime from Little Company of Mary Hospital and expressed concerns that the gift could be misinterpreted since the Commission recently approved their project on Torrance Boulevard.


Commissioner Skoll stated that he also received a flower arrangement and checked with the Planning Department and was told he could accept it.


Deputy City Attorney Sullivan advised that Commissioners may accept such a gift as long as they disclose it on Form 700 and they also have the option of returning it.


Commissioner Busch indicated that he did not consider finding flowers in front of his door as accepting a gift.  He questioned whether there were any ramifications should the Commission consider another Little Company of Mary project.


Deputy City Attorney Sullivan offered to research this issue.

18.
ADJOURNMENT


At 8:57 p.m., the meeting was adjourned to Wednesday, February 4, 2009 at 7:00 p.m.

Approved as Submitted

February 18, 2009

s/   Sue Herbers, City Clerk   (lc)


Planning Commission
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