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Background: The Local Government Commission (LGC) has been working with local agencies, the Regional Board, and other stakeholders to develop strategies that align local land use planning and stormwater management in Ventura County.

Initial Findings - Ventura County Planning Assessment 
As part of the Ventura County Watershed-based Planning Project, the Local Government Commission (LGC) is tasked to complete an assessment of local planning policies and programs. This memo provides an overview of initial findings from LGC’s review of local codes and ordinances in Ventura County and the cities therein.  The memo does not go into specific findings for each jurisdiction, but instead focuses on highlights trends and themes found throughout that are relevant to watershed and stormwater issues.  The findings are preliminary and meant to inform dialogue regarding the nexus between development, watershed protection, and stormwater management. 

I.  Code and Standards Review

This portion of the review screened development regulations contained in:

1) Zoning Codes

2) Specific Plans

3) County Standards

Other relevant standards: These codes are sometimes referred to as the "DNA" of a community as they set legal standards for the placement, size, and extent of a building envelope.  While visioning and other planning documents lay out broad parameters, the legal backing of site design is held within land development regulations.

How Codes are Structured: The LGC review focused on County and City zoning codes, which contain the largest set of land development and use regulations.  While each city's code structure differed, the main body of regulations is as follows:

· Purpose and Intent:  This section describes the main goals for the zoning category.  Although language in the Purpose and Intent statement has less legal leverage on specific code parameters, this section of code is important because it guides interpretation and the general direction of policy.

· Administrative and Legal:  This section of the code typically contains rules on process and procedures, including timeframes, submittals, enforcement and penalties for noncompliance.

· Building Codes: Building codes specify the minimum requirements for structures and internal utilities.  Some cities adopt a State uniform building code by reference. Building codes can also affect site design for drainage, seismic requirements and building materials.

· Land Development Code: The land development, or land use, code is often the most extensive part of the code.  Over time, codes tend be appended to include new categories and new requirements.  The following categories can be found:

· Allowable Uses and Categories – Under State law, allowable uses must be specified in code.  Codes typically begin by stating parameters for the least intensive use (rural activity) to the most intense (industrial).  Some zoning codes are "pyramidal" in that they spell out uses, but also include any use included in preceding zoning categories.  Uses are typically broken down by agricultural, residential, commercial, industrial and more recent mixed-use categories.  This separation is often referred to as "Euclidian" zoning.  Residential uses can be broken down into single-family units, duplexes (or 2-family) and multifamily, with even further refinement.

· Commercial uses can include retail, office, and light industrial.  Industrial codes often separate heavy from light industrial.

· Bulk Regulations – Bulk regulations refer to the building, its size and how it is sited or arranged on a property.  The following parameters are typically included:

· Setbacks – Setbacks are used to allow air and light circulation, as well as to manage separation between buildings and public rights of way.  Codes typically prescribe a minimum distance.  Most codes have a landscaped setback, while others allow parking, landscaping and other activities within mandatory setbacks. In urban or walkable areas, a "build to” line is used to minimize the distance of a building to the public right of way.

· Height – Heights are limited, and can be expressed as gross height or number of floors.  In some cases, height tapering is included in codes and is guided by a set formula.

· Building Footprint – Building coverage is typically limited by a cap on the size of the building footprint (e.g. 45%) relative to the lot size.

· Density – In general, this section will prescribe the number of units/acre allowed for residential units.  For commercial, some cities cap building size by Floor-Area Ratios (FAR) or by the building footprint limit listed above.

The combination of these codes, together with parking, work to form eventual density of a site, which may be less than prescribed.  Likewise, in California, many uses are subject to a Conditional Use permit, which allows more intensity subject to review, approvals and conditions by the Planning Director or a Planning Commission.

Parking
The parking section of the code is often detailed and contains the following:

· Minimum parking requirements – These requirements are typically calculated on a formula set by the Institute of Transportation Engineers.  Some cities have begun to introduce parking maxima as well.

· Parking Lot Dimensions – This part of the code regulates parking space minimum sizes, numbers of compact spaces, and the dimensions of turn and access lanes

· Landscaping in Parking – This part of the code describes a minimum percentage or amount of landscaping and details on its construction and placement.

Landscape Code
Most cities have a master landscape code that applies to most projects (though most exempt single family home sites). A street tree or Heritage tree program may also be included.

Subdivision Regulations
Subdivision regulations are mainly focused on setting up required procedures under the Subdivision Map Act.  However, there are many code parameters included in subdivision codes that apply to site design.

Subdivision regulations within codes typically describe procedural details of the Subdivision Map Act.  However, this section prescribes minimum infrastructure and site design measures, as well as bulk dimensions, street geometric standards, landscaping and site design. 

II.  What Did the Code Review Seek?

Two overarching questions were used to guide code reviews:

1. Which codes (or combination of codes) drive excess impervious cover at the regional and district level?

2. Which aspects of the code (or combination of codes) drive excess impervious surface at the lot level (in particular, directly-connected impervious surfaces)?

The inquiry also looked at the converse – which policies support a more compact, less disruptive development footprint?  In addition, the review looked to see which development patterns might be favored procedurally (i.e., which ones are processed with the fewest procedures, fewest required studies and least amount of time?).

To answer these questions, LGC developed a code review matrix to analyze both code content and the relationship of site level codes to the larger district.  The analysis was broken down into the following categories

· Open Space and Conservation Regulations

· Compact Design

· Use Mix

· Infill and Redevelopment

· Streets and Mobility

· Parking

· Environmental and Site Design

III.  Overview of Initial Findings

The following sections present each of these categories, a brief description of code language and parameters sought, and initial findings.  These are only preliminary pending review of local maps and consultation with planning practitioners.

Open Space and Conservation Regulations

The connection between landscape conservation and watershed protection is clear – loss of ecosystems services provided by natural land cover is a cause of watershed degradation and water quality impacts. 

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:

· The extent of regulations in environmentally-sensitive areas, such as floodplains;

· Whether code language applied to setbacks and riparian buffers;

· If special zoning codes applied to environmentally-sensitive areas; and/or

· How urban open space is provided for within code language.

Initial Findings

SOAR and CURB boundaries have been largely successful in managing open space, rural development and agriculture for most areas.  Floodplain protection is a related goal discussed in several plans. 

Use of zoning tools for preserving open space varies. At the high end, the County and some cities restrict housing to 40 units/acre, while in others, Rural Exclusive housing is as high as 4 units per acre.

Overlays are a common tool used for open space and conservation purposes.  For example, the City of Ventura has a "Sensitive Habitat Overlay" zone in which habitat boundaries are established in the zoning code, not on a map.  Thus any changes would be considered a code change, not an administrative map or policy change.

The county has explored use of a Transfer of Development Rights program, which can be an effective market-based tool for channeling growth to the most appropriate sites, but TDR programs can be complex to develop. 

Compact Design 

For urban and urbanizing areas, the size of the development footprint is associated with the extent of impervious cover at the watershed scale.  More compact development is a strategy for reducing watershed-scale imperviousness and thereby protecting open space and ecologically valuable areas. Accommodating more development in less space creates more efficient use of land. Orthodox planning policies are often antithetical to compact design and lead to excessive impervious surface cover.
Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:

· Whether special development districts were formed for compact development;

· How density bonuses were treated in code language; and/or

· The size, treatment and flexibility contained within setback regulations.

Initial Findings

The bulk dimensions of small lot sizes, height limitations and small setbacks leads to "horizontal density."

In some places, the frontage requirements are often large, which serves to expand the land needed for development and dilute the "ped-shed." 
On many sites, in particular multi-family, there is an extensive list of on-site requirements that cumulatively add up to a larger parcel size.  It is worth noting that on most arterial streets, each 10 feet of parcel size adds roughly 800-900 square feet of hardened right of way in the form of roads, access lanes, turning lanes and sidewalks.

Use Mix

Use mix refers to the distribution and configuration of land uses and development types.  Separated land uses are linked to increased amounts of transportation infrastructure (more impervious cover) and increased vehicle miles traveled (more auto related pollutants), and require a larger “footprint” (less efficient land use). Mixing uses locates complementary functions and development types closer together in an integrated fashion to reduce “trip making” and support jobs/housing balance, housing diversity, mobility options, and compact form.  

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:
· The bulk dimensions of site design, in particular as they relate to efficient site design and land use;

· How many sub-categories were include within Residential, Commercial and other codes;

· How affordable housing was treated as part of the use mix;

· How uses were distributed within and among codes; and/or

· Use prohibition within zoning code categories.

Initial Findings

The use mix was varied in how restrictive it was. For example, in Commercial Office, some codes prohibited eateries, which push a mid-day traffic rush "hour," and also dictate more parking since two trips are involved.  Conversely, there were many codes that had an expansive list of uses, notably the allowance of higher density housing in areas under commercial zoning.  One code category we explored with interest is the Commercial Neighborhood code, since this is intended to supply daily shopping and service needs to residential areas.  In one code, only two uses were allowed.  None of the codes addressed accessibility between CN and residential areas other than auto access.

Infill and Redevelopment

Infill and redevelopment prevent development in ecologically valuable areas and reduce watershed-level imperviousness. Redevelopment “recycles” paved land while infill focuses growth into developed areas to prevent development in more valuable “greenfield” sites. Infill and redevelopment face many barriers including local codes; by and large greenfield development is far easier and more common.  SOAD and the guidelines for Orderly Development create a county-scale framework to facilitate infill.   

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:

· What level of building rehabilitation and redevelopment trigger new codes;

· How code processes were applied to redevelopment projects;

· Whether infill development was encouraged through code and programs; and/or

· Whether code parameters are tiered per districts, for example parking requirements or setbacks.

Initial Findings

Attention to redevelopment is often trained within special area plans, notably downtown specific plans.

Within codes, there are certain redevelopment and renovation thresholds that trigger increased parking requirements.  It is unclear whether the upgraded parking requirements apply to the entire building, or only the addition.  However, where land costs are high, this may impede improvements via redevelopment.

Streets and Mobility

The Center for Watershed Protection has noted transportation-related impervious cover – as they call “habitat” for cars – comprises 50% or more of impervious cover under conventional development standards. Additionally, street design and mobility options are fundamental to compact community design. Green streets programs provide opportunities to integrate stormwater solutions into the Right of Way.  Thus, street design and mobility are central components of watershed-based planning. 

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:

·  What required street dimensions are included in codes;

·  To what extent connected street systems are included in districts (in particular those tied to walkability).;

·  To what extent biking and pedestrian travel is considered within transportation-related aspects of codes and standards; and/or

·  What types of materials can be used for the full range of transportation infrastructure.

Initial Findings

Most cities have done great work with downtown codes to get the footprint and mobility /transportation right. There are opportunities to retrofit those areas with absorptive landscaping.  This may continue through an RPAMP, though cities should approach this with an eye towards watershed improvement no matter the program.

Most codes include language to support walkability, but the eventual arrangements dictated in code really don't support trip-making. Uses are too separated, though there is growing attention to the pedestrian-shed.

The next generation of redevelopment is likely to be areas of town less amenable to walkability than the previous downtown, campus and corridor efforts.

There are often mixed messages within codes. For example in one town, the Purpose and intent" supports walking and bike travel with interconnections, however the Subdivision code  reads that streets be designed to  "discourage through traffic by keeping intersections to a minimum, curvilinear streets and cul-de-sacs."

Street design and materials are dictated, in large part, by the Ventura County Fire Protection District’s Codes and Ordinances. Infiltration materials and some efficient design parameters are expressly prohibited.

Parking

The literature on parking and its impact on the built and natural environments has grown substantially over the past decade.  This connection to water is clear - parking makes up an enormous proportion of impervious cover in a community and requires space, thus prevent more compact forms of development.  It is now widely recognized that many codes push excessive parking requirements, which may make efficient-parking “low hanging fruit” for achieving gains in watershed protection.  LID strategies are often applicable in parking areas, but can be precluded by codes. 

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:

· The minimum requirements for provision of parking spaces, access and circulation;

·  Whether code language allowed or streamlined provision of fewer spaces or shared/joint spaces;

·  Whether public parking is included to satisfy parking provision; and/or

·  What types of materials can be used in parking areas.

Initial Findings

Shared and Joint parking were allowed, but the same number of spaces were required in most cases or study was required to support reduction.  This adds a layer that is not offset by a lower cost related to fewer spaces.

Parking in Housing developments – For the smaller units, a 1.5 parking space requirement is 500-555 square feet of land for auto habitat, the lower threshold for some housing units is 600 square feet, meaning the consideration for habitat for cars and the habitat for residents in smaller units comes close to one-to-one. The parking for Granny flats was interesting, ranging from minimal requirements for one off-street space to the requirement for two garaged spaces for each unit > 800 ft2.

The City of Ventura has a parking overlay zone to orchestrate and maximize use of existing parking, public parking and on-street parking.

Camarillo has a code provision that allows an increase in building site coverage for underground parking in commercial districts, which is somewhat of an incentive to underground parking with larger buildings.

Several cities expressly prohibit charges for any parking required under code, thus removing a market-based instrument for managing parking. 

In some codes, the provisions for RV parking are quite large, even when RV parking is an allowable use in the code.

Provision of compact parking spaces showed a wide range from 15% to more than 50% with approval from the Planning Director.

One city discourages on-street parking, noting safety hazards.

Environmental and Site Design

Site planning and design provide obvious opportunities for more sustainable development practices.  Low Impact Development is a new term to describe a suite of stormwater management strategies intended to mitigate impacts of development impacts on-site.  Other site-design strategies include water-wise landscaping, urban forestry, and urban watershed restoration projects (i.e. daylighting streams).  
Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:
· How stormwater management and drainage are treated in existing code language;

· The extent of current water conservation and use code language; and/or

· What is included in landscaping ordinances, including landscaping in parking lots

Initial Findings

Implementing LID will require modest to significant code revision in most jurisdictions. Many cities have adopted the California Building Code by reference.  There are several areas related to site and building design that prevent full use of LID and other site-level approaches.

All cities require that parking landscaping be contained in continuous, elevated (6 inch high) concrete curbing. This precludes “green streets” type practices.  

Most jurisdictions tree programs deal with designation of heritage trees and provisions for maintaining or removing trees in the public rights of way, not for use of street trees as stormwater BMPs. 

Overall, landscaping codes and guidelines make few references to infiltration or use of stormwater. Note that new legislation (2006) will result in new State language related to commercial landscaping and water conservation.

Specific Plans

Specific plans are being used in many areas to achieve a range of development goals that might differ from base zoning in a certain area.  Specific plans are often used to coordinate development goals and outcomes within and between districts. 

Description of Code Language and Parameters Sought:
· The interaction of code details between the parcel and its supporting public infrastructure;

· What code language was used to coordinate the overall development plan to result in a smaller, more efficient footprint, including connectivity, use mix, shared infrastructure, and development intensity; and/or

· The extent to which stormwater was integrated into specific area design.

Initial Findings

The Specific Plans are one of the more powerful tools to reduce the impacts of development.

For watershed-friendly development, there is a marked evolution in planning.  The recently adopted North Fillmore plan, for example, planned the community around natural drainage.

The campus model seems to be a popular one, which allows, but does not guarantee, better environmental outcomes. For example, clustering development on the site in proximity and connection to already developed areas will yield different results than clustering buildings at the back edge of the parcel.  Likewise, trails and paths are a popular amenity, though the connection to actual trip-making not fully considered.
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