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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.  The draft stormwater permit has been a focal point of the effort so far.  The draft permit supports LID, which is a great step forward, but still faces the challenge of supporting good urban and community design principles that are essential to reducing per-capita imperviousness and conserving ecologically valuable areas by concentrating future growth.  LGC has convened three meetings to discuss these issues and potential solutions.  LGC issued a whitepaper discussing opportunities for supporting “smart growth” planning principles in the permit.  

This memo aims to clarify the stormwater benefits of infill and redevelopment, and presents three policy ideas for establishing a regulatory framework to support and provide credit for compact community design principles or “Smart Growth” in the Ventura Countywide Stormwater permit.   These three elements would be mutually supportive and could be initiated in part, through the current Ventura County Regional Watershed-based Planning project. They include: 

1. Refining the RPAMP concept to create a community or district scale planning system that provides regulatory support for infill and redevelopment as stormwater BMPs, and relieves the administrative burdens of the current RPAMP program; 

2. Establishment of “credit system” to support urban design practices that reduce watershed level imperviousness of new development; 

3. Establishment of an expert “Urban Design Strategies” advisory panel that will oversee the development of an effective credit system and help to establish criteria for the RPAMP or whatever other “district-level” planning system is created to support urban design strategies like infill and redevelopment as stormwater BMPs. 

Clarifying Infill and Redevelopment as Stormwater BMPs

Infill and redevelopment are among the most effective ways to reduce development impacts at a watershed-level. To understand the benefits, however, requires moving away from the “percent removal” standard for measuring the performance of best practices, to one that also looks at the prevention of excess runoff and its impacts in the first place. Moreover, preventing impacts will lessen the need to develop extensive maintenance plans, since the benefits are, literally, built-in and self-sustaining. 

Redevelopment prevents generation of “new” impervious cover by making use of areas that are already developed. Infill focuses growth into already developed areas, reducing “sprawl” and creating a more compact development footprint. This also reduces per capita imperviousness and prevents conversion of natural land cover on the urban fringe and in ecologically-sensitive areas. Both strategies help to concentrate the impacts of development into areas that are less valuable from a watershed or ecological view.  

Specific benefits are drawn-out below:

1. Infill and redevelopment occur within already developed areas, which relieves development pressure on undeveloped or “greenfield” sites that offer ecological services. 

2. Infill and redevelopment tend to occur within areas already served by infrastructure. The benefits accrue when existing roads and other service infrastructure can be used instead of being created. Moreover, infill and redevelopment enhance the local tax base, which increases funding for infrastructure repair, upgrade and water quality/quantity retrofit.

3. Infill and redevelopment are typically part of a more compact development format. Older cities and suburbs were planned and developed at a time when parking standards, setbacks and streets were geared more to pedestrian access. This, in turn, brought uses closer together. While compact development tends to be highly impervious at the site level, compact districts can reduce the overall development footprint within the watershed. 

4. Infill and redevelopment on small lots are served by a much smaller complement of public infrastructure. This reduction in frontage (and thus roadway) is often overlooked, in particular for analyses that only look at on-site imperviousness. For modern five-lane arterial roads, each 10-foot increment in parcel frontage is served by almost 600 square feet of pavement needed to reach the next lot. 

5. Further benefits arise from infill and redevelopment in compact districts when automobile trips are substituted by walk trips. Air deposition of exhaust components are reduced, as are metals deposited by brakes and tire wear. 

6. Infill and redevelopment projects tend to have higher densities. Instead of one-story buildings, many urban projects are two to three stories high (or higher in commercial core districts), though they may cover the entire site with building footprint, parking and pedestrian access. The draft permit’s focus on the footprint (effective impervious surface) overlooks the watershed benefit of placing additional stories of development demand under one roof (instead of several roofs).

7. Infill and redevelopment offer the opportunity to retrofit vacant lots, many of which are 100% effective impervious surface.

Challenges for Recognizing the Benefits of Redevelopment and Infill within the Permit

Not unlike many other permitting authorities, the LAWQRB faces several challenges in recognizing the benefits of infill and redevelopment. The challenges can be grouped as follows:

1. Infill and redevelopment projects do not all start at the same level of interest or funding. While many redevelopers will recognize the value of LID and begin to assimilate the cost of new BMPs with the cost of existing landscaping or building systems, there are many vacant or abandoned properties that are not drawing investment even under current rules. Observers have noted that the stringency of the new permits may be poised to drive development to greenfields. However, land owners and developers may also choose to rehabilitate their building rather than redevelop. In these cases, there will be no mechanism for mitigation since trigger levels of land disturbance are not met. Note this also means that other benefits accruing from redevelopment will not materialize as well, such as introduction of use mix, shared parking, housing, an enhanced tax base and so on. 

2. As noted above, conventional stormwater management and engineering focuses on "percent removal" of pollutants or volume reduction on individual sites. These conventions have made their way into permitting and regulatory language, as well as guidance on BMP selection. Very little research or models exist to incorporate preventative stormwater Impacts.

3. Infill development may occur on pervious parcels, so some watershed value may be lost. However, the function lost on a smaller footprint is far less than having the same development demand satisfied under typical greenfields zoning.

4. Redevelopment in built-out watersheds is likely to be the main path (under permits that are triggered by disturbance of 5,000 square feet or larger) to retrofitting properties. Exempting redevelopment thus eliminates this main path to improving the impacts of stormwater.

Three Policy Ideas for Addressing these Challenges and Opportunities in the Permit 
1) Making RPAMPs Work

Redevelopment Project Area Master Plans (RPAMPs) are one proposed mechanism forwarded to support redevelopment and more compact development. RPAMPs present a unique opportunity to define, assess and demonstrate the stormwater benefits of a coordinated redevelopment district.  Perhaps the most powerful feature of RPAMPs is that they level the post-construction playing field between greenfields and redevelopment areas.  How?  Large greenfields projects are considered a “Common Development Plan.” As such a developer has many options to meet the performance criteria even if individual parcels do not.  While many redevelopment projects are part of a common plan, they do not enjoy the same flexibility during site design.  The RPAMP serves the useful tool of creating drainage options for older commercial areas.  However, municipalities have indicated that the RPAMP is likely to be unmanageable as currently conceived.  One solution is to develop an expert panel to establish design / performance criteria for the RPAMPs and to determine the best ways to implement the RPAMPs.  Preliminary language to carry the “advisory panel” concept forward was included in the 2nd Draft of the Permit. Further discussion of an “Urban Design Strategies” advisory panel is included in a separate section below.  Suggested revisions to the current permit language are included there as well in the separate Memo providing specific comments on the 2nd draft of the permit. 
According to the permit, the RPAMP “may substitute in part or wholly for on-site post-construction requirements.” To cut down on administrative barriers and streamline the process of developing and approving RPAMPs an “advisory panel” could be developed that would be responsible for establishing criteria for RPAMPs, policy indicators for compliance, and approving a standard system (perhaps a sliding scale, point or rating program) that would determine the level of exemption for a given project within an RPAMP (e.g. must meet 50% EIA requirement, or the project is entirely exempt, etc.). In the short term, acknowledgement of "imperviousness avoided" or assessment of imperviousness per unit can guide discussion about measuring stormwater benefits of smart growth strategies. 

One of the more complicated tasks will be to judge when a redevelopment district serves “in part” or “wholly” as a substitution for on-site post-construction requirements and what defines the gradations in between. LGC has initiated discussion between stakeholders, developed a conceptual “sliding scale” and begun analysis of several “smart growth” or “sustainable development” rating systems with the hope of developing a tool for assessing the watershed, stormwater, and community benefits associated with distinct but linked urban design strategies like use mix, redevelopment, and affordable housing. 

One option is to make use of existing “policy infrastructure” by using well-developed specific or district plans in the Ventura region as a basis for future RPAMPs. 

2) Smart Growth Credit Program

There is no counterpart of “RPAMP” for new development, even though the same interplay is needed to produce compact districts that consume less land per new project, specific plan area, and/or master planned communities.
Recognizing the environmental benefits associated with Smart Growth development, and the potential challenges of implementing a 5% EIA standard for areas of higher density, a credit program can be established for review and approval by an Urban Design Advisory Panel. The goals of the program would be to prevent dispersed development patterns so as to minimize land disturbance and consumption, as well as to minimize watershed-level imperviousness through an rating system that allocates points for implementing certain development strategies. This program can build on a number of sustainable planning and design rating systems including LEED ND, which places significant emphasis on the location and form of development. 

3) Urban Design Strategies (UDS) Advisory Panel

Developing comprehensive and coordinated planning and design solutions is a challenge.  In LGC project meetings it was indicated that RPAMPs would be too much of an administrative burden for either Regional Board staff or Local Government staff to develop for them to be used, and that expertise was needed to help establish standard performance criteria and overall guidelines for the development and implementation of RPAMPs.  Regional Board staff offered the idea of developing an expert panel through the current LGC project to alleviate the administrative burden and provide needed expertise.  Recognizing the unique planning context of Ventura County, LGC proposes that an expert advisory panel be developed to serve throughout the term of the permit so as to: 

1. Oversee development of an effective credit system for alternative compliance;

2. Oversee development of criteria for RPAMP areas; and

3. Work with local governments to identify plans or policies to build upon for developing RPAMPs;

4. Review and approve individual RPAMP plans. 

It is essential that any alternative compliance or “non-traditional” stormwater strategies be viewed as effective and compliant with the requirements of the permit.  The Urban Design Strategies advisory panel would provide needed oversight to ensure that urban / community design plans that support smart growth principles would be effective in meeting local and regional water management goals.  The current LGC process offers a venue to initiate development of rating criteria and discuss the composition of the RPAMP advisory panel. 

Recommended revisions to RPAMP language:

RPAMPs PG 59

(c) A Permittee or a coalition of Permittees may apply to the Regional Water Board for approval of a Redevelopment Project Area Master Plan (RPAMP) for development projects within Redevelopment Project Areas, in consideration of: 1) the fact that development in certain locations, patterns, and intensities provide higher environmental performance than others; 2) the potential watershed benefits of infill and redevelopment that are typically not recognized in conventional site-level stormwater models; and 3) the importance of balancing water quality protection with the needs for adequate housing, population growth, public transportation and management, land recycling, and urban revitalization.
(d) For the RPAMP to be considered, a technical “Urban Design Strategies” (UDS) panel will be developed to review and approve criteria for a proposed RPAMP prior to its submittal to the Regional Water Board, for conformity with the balancing of interests identified in (b), including water quality. The Regional Water Board Executive Officer may then consider the RPAMP for approval, or elect to submit it to the Regional Water Board for consideration. The UDS panel can be developed with the assistance of the Local Government Commission or an equivalent state or regional planning agency or organization. (e) The RPAMP, on approval, may substitute in part or wholly for on-site post-construction and hydromodification requirements. (f) Redevelopment Project Areas include the following:

(1) City Center areas.

(2) Historic District areas.

(3) Brownfield areas.

(4) Infill Development areas.

(5) Urban Transit Villages.

(6) Mixed Use Project Areas. 

(7) Any other redevelopment area so designated by the Regional Water Board.

The Future of Stormwater Management: Coordinating Site to Regional Solutions

Truly sustainable development must not only mitigate, but also prevent impacts through comprehensive and coordinated planning and management. Ventura County is not the only place seeking to coordinate efficient land use and sustainable site design. 

The US EPA is developing new General Permit language that recognizes that not all development has the same environmental impacts. The EPA’s new language aims to facilitate incorporation of “green infrastructure” that can infiltrate, reuse, and evapotranspirate runoff, in a state and municipal stormwater management programs and also to recognize that some development patterns have better environmental performance (e.g., infill, redevelopment, and mixed use) than others (e.g. dispersed, separated uses, low density, auto-dependent) no matter how well they are designed at the site-level. This new language includes a point system that aims to recognize the environmental benefits that certain development types have over others.  The new language will ensure that all developments address stormwater on-site, but that some types of development, which start out at a higher level of environmental performance, (i.e. compact redevelopment that outperforms greenfield sprawl) can receive a reduction in the amount of runoff that must be managed on site.  Points are allotted for land uses that have higher environmental performance than conventional development including infill, redevelopment, mixing uses, increased density and Transit Oriented Development (TOD).  

The City of Grand Rapids is an example of a municipality that has established a credit system for rewarding demonstrated runoff reductions, water quality benefits, and environmental performance of compact community design practices.   Grand Rapids began with that the fact that “a higher-density residential development will generate less runoff than a lower-density residential development with the same number of residences. Although the higher-density development will have a greater percentage of impervious area per acre of development, the total impervious area per residence actually will be less. Thus, each residence will generate less runoff, thereby having less of an impact on the community’s water resources.”
  The approach shows an evolving understanding of impervious surfaces – that the overall amount of imperviousness associated with development is not the only concern, that the amount of imperviousness per-unit or per-capita is far more meaningful since communities are growing to accommodate numbers of people, jobs, and businesses.  Recognizing that impervious surfaces were associated with certain amounts of growth, and that certain types of development and certain development patterns would could lead to more or less overall impervious cover, Grand Rapids developed a standard evaluation method to be used for granting a waiver or reduction in the city’s stormwater regulations for higher-density development.  A write-up of the Grand Rapids program is attached and an article in the October issue of Stormwater can be found here: www.gradingandexcavation.com/sw0710_evaluation.html
� Lemoine, R., (2007) “An Evaluation of the Reduced Environmental Impact From Higher Density Development” October 2007 Issue of Stormwater Magazine 
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