Responses to Questions Posted on the League of California Cities List Serve for Community Development

The following questions were posted on the League of California Cities List Serve for Community Development users in January 2005:

The City of Belvedere is interested in receiving information on effective ideas for dealing with the issue of large houses replacing smaller homes in established neighborhoods (mega-houses or "mansionization"). Your input on the following would be appreciated: 

* Has your city developed design review standards/guidelines for dealing with this issue? 

* Does your city have square footage maximums for homes as well as Floor Area Ratios?

* What other methods have you used relevant to this issue? 

* Does your city define "demolition" differently than the standard UBC definition? If so, explain.

The following are the most relevant responses.   These responses are close to verbatim.  The only editing involved completing sentences and minor punctuation changes.   Personal comments were also deleted.  (Responses are provided in the order received.)

Encinitas

The City of Encinitas did address this issue in some detail beginning in 1998, which led to the Community Character Implementation Program (CCIP), a series of code amendments and new Design Review Guidelines to address the rate, type, location, and amount of growth taking place in the City.  

We did consider amending the FAR calculation among other code sections.  Ultimately, the Council did not approve the proposed FAR calculation. 

Regardless, though not specific to your question, the CCIP was a result of similar mega-houses (and subdivisions) being built in our coastalcity.  

More info can be found here.

http://www.cityofencinitas.org/Government/PublicD/CommCharter/
San Leandro  

If you don't hear from them directly, check with the City of Palo Alto and City of Menlo Park - Palo Alto passed an anti-McMansion ordinance several years ago, and Menlo Park has strict FAR requirements (as well as day-light plane).

Monterey

City of Monterey uses floor area ratios, and lot coverage limitations. 

They have a policy about not giving variances for the above, unless it is for affordable housing.  

La Canada Flintridge

Mansionization" is the one of the biggest issues we deal with in La Canada Flintridge.

The Planning Commission is currently looking at staff level design guidelines for ministerial review of projects with possible thresholds that would trip Commission review.

We have Floor Area limitations for lots - we count garages, covered porches, covered patios, area under balconies, gazebos and anything with less than 50% open lattice covering as floor area. Our limitation is formulaic, but starts at 36% and goes down with larger lots. Then, if the lot is "hillside," there is a further fractional multiplier that further reduces the floor area depending upon the average slope. We currently also have a process to allow an additional 4% of floor area if a Finding can be met (public hearing).

We did away with lot coverage since the floor area handles everything quite well in conjunction with setbacks - interior 1st floor side setback = 10% of lot width, interior 2nd floor side setback = 20% of lot width, exterior 1st floor side setback (street side of corner lot) = 20% of lot width.   Angle Plane limitations - up 10 ft on side lot line then inward perpendicular to lot line at 45 degree angle (no penetration except chimneys) - all this and a few other things. 

See http://ordlink.com/codes/lacanada/index.htm  and look at Section 11.11.050 Residential development standards.

We do not have a definition of demolition, although we are probably going to address issues regarding how much building you can remodel before you have to comply with all the development standards.

We are currently in our biannual round of updating the residential standards. Have yet to see what the Commission and Council will approve.

Whittier

While I was with the City of West Covina, we developed a "mansionization" ordinance that included floor-area ratios, thresholds for review of new homes and additions, etc.  I would encourage you to contact West Covina as they have had quite a bit of experience with this.  

Claremont

To address massing of homes, Claremont includes all upper story areas (more than six feet, six inches in height) in calculating total floor area regardless of whether or not the upper story areas are actually separated from the lower story by a floor/ceiling assembly.  To do this we measured the horizontal areas at each level from the exterior surfaces of the wall or exterior supports of the structure.

Rio Vista

Floor area and building volume are two different things, with different impacts. The idea of a simple 2X floor area sounds over simplistic to me.  Floor area ratio relates more to number of employees or occupants and the land use impacts those imply, while volume is more of a bulk/massing/aesthetic issue. Height and bulk (volume) calculations would be more appropriate for a regulatory standard than floor area for those concerns. Seems like you might look into a combination of the two (floor area AND bulk). If there are mezzanines or loft spaces in the high ceiling buildings, those should be counted as floor space and included in the FAR.

If it's simply air space, I don't think it should automatically be counted as floor area. As far as what would be appropriate performance standards, height standards are commonplace, while volume standards are not. However, someone on this great listing service should have run across a volume standard in their travels. If not, try calling a couple of consultants that do a lot of zoning ordinances and also have a design sense - Dyatt & Batia and Crawford, Multari, Clark are two that come to mind. Also, try contacting Lane Kendig Inc. - They're on the APA consultant directory - Lane Kendig has specialized in performance-based zoning ordinances for two decades. I know he came up with a standard for landscape volume requirements a few years ago; perhaps he has something on building volume. 

Cupertino

The City of Cupertino has a relatively stringent ordinance regarding two story homes, for the purpose of reducing the mass and bulk of "stucco palaces".  

In the Definitions Section of the Zoning Code, look at "floor area" and you'll see it includes interior spaces with a floor to ceiling height above 15 feet.  
http://www.cupertino.org/downloads/Pdf/definitions.pdf 

It allows us to double count areas with high ceilings.  It also applies to stairways.  The idea behind the regulation was that if it adds mass and bulk like a second story, it should be accounted for as floor area.  

Cupertino also uses a daylight plane to lower building heights, restrictions on the size of second stories, additional second story setbacks, second story wall offset regulations and limits on the amount of visible second story walls above 6' in height.  

There is a design review requirement for two-story homes/additions that result in an overall FAR greater than 35%.  Staff (and the committee) is supportive of homes that exceed 35% in concept, but we make recommendations to further reduce mass and bulk and improve the compatibility with the neighborhood through materials, forms, roof types, eave heights, etc.

The result of these rules are shorter, less massive two-story houses and a lot more building permit requests for single-story additions.

City of Berkeley

Berkeley does not currently have specific language for large interior spaces. It is an issue that is on our policy horizon though, as a way to keep bulk and massing down in residential areas. We have been looking at double counting interior spaces that EXCEED 12 TO 15 FEET IN HEIGHT. It's only been discussion to date though. Please let us know how your efforts pan out.

In my previous city, whenever there was a volume ceiling over about 14', the floor area under that ceiling was counted as double, because theoretically, the homeowner could construct living space within that volume that would qualify as habitable space per UBC.

City of Santa Cruz

Please see the County of Santa Cruz's Zoning Ordinance at

www.co.santa-cruz.ca.us 

(Go to the County Code link and search for

Section 13.10.323(b))....certain interior heights are counted double or triple towards Floor Area Ratio.

24.22.366 Floor Area.  

The sum of the gross horizontal real floor area within the perimeter of the outside walls of all buildings, including accessory buildings and accessory dwelling units, on a lot as measured from the exterior surface of the exterior walls, with no deduction for hallways, stairs, closets, wall thickness. The area includes covered residential parking and is the total of all stories. Stairways shall count only once for floor area, however, any portions of buildings, including stairwells, over 17 feet in interior height, are counted twice for the purposes of computing floor area.  Uncovered courtyards or atriums enclosed by three sides and with the space open to the street above the first floor do not count as floor area.  Unenclosed porches, balconies, decks, patios, roof overhangs and similar architectural features and non-habitable basements that are fully subterranean below finished grade do not count as floor area.

City of San Mateo

Look at the definition of floor area in our Muni Code Section 27.04.200 -- available on our web site, www.cityofsanmateo.org.  

City of San Leandro

Our recently revamped code includes the following language: "The calculated floor area shall be doubled for that portion of interior space with an interior ceiling height of 15' or greater."

Torrance 

SECTION 91.2.82. FLOOR AREA RATIO.

(Amended by O-3291; O-3319)

In calculating the Floor Area Ratio (FAR), the measurements from outside wall to outside wall, using gross square footage shall be used.  The gross square footage includes the area of all floors of the main structure, accessory structures and habitable attic area, but excluding basements, covered porches, patios and balconies enclosed on not more than two (2) sides, and chimneys.  Stairwells and floor area in portions of the structure where the distance between any floor and roof directly above it is seventeen (17) feet or more shall be counted twice. If the distance between any floor and roof directly above it is twenty-six (26) feet or more, the floor area shall be counted three (3) times.

For purposes of this section, basement shall mean any habitable area located below any story which has a finished floor level not more than three (3) feet above finished grade, excluding any berms or raised planters, and which does not have windows more than eighteen (18)inches above finished grade at any point along the perimeter of the building.

Fillmore

The City of Fillmore does not use a dimension for space.  Rather, the

Downtown Specific Plan uses architecture to break the building/massing.

This includes building increments at 50', varied roofline, varied exterior materials and punctuated architectural features such as balconies, towers and window display.

San Marino

The City of San Marino does not currently address this in our Code but it has been a subject of discussion in the past. I believe this will be something we will be working on within the next year or so in order to help reduce mass in single-family residences, especially in the front entry which in many cases is overly exaggerated architecturally. One thing that really helps us is to provide a copy of our Residential Design Guidelines before they submit plans. You can download a copy from our website at: www.cityofsanmarino.org 

One idea I heard was that when any ceiling exceeded a certain height (14 feet was thrown around) then the floor area is counted twice in that part of the house. I believe the City of Mountain View may have something like that. Please send us a copy of your findings.

Saratoga

The City of Saratoga doubles the FAR for interior heights of fifteen feet or greater for single-family dwellings.

Laguna Beach

The City of Laguna Beach has been working with the issue of mansionization for several years and on November 19, 2002 adopted an ordinance pertaining to this issue.  I have attached a copy of Ordinance 1416 for your reference.  You can also see our Municipal Code for R-1 (single-family residential) zones at http://bpc.iserver.net/codes/lagunab/ see Title 25 Zoning and then Chapter 25.10 for that link.  We are currently in the process of an update to this ordinance; however, nothing has been finalized at this time.  

Coronado

City of Coronado is addressing this issue in an ad hoc committee titled: Residential Standards Improvement Project (RSIP).  See City's Web site

at:  [www.coronado.ca.us]  

Albany  

Albany allows a maximum FAR of .55.  For 2,500 square foot lots we allow .60 FAR. We count toward FAR any habitable square footage that is six feet or more in height (average at four corners of house) above grade.  We also include attic space that of at least 150 square feet with 7 feet 6 inches in height.  Any interior space equaling two stories in height (high vaulted ceilings) is counted as double.  We do allow a homeowner to deduct up 180 square feet for a garage and 60 square feet for stairways from the calculable square footage.  

We have a separate section in the Building and Housing portion of our Muni Code that discusses demolition.  Right now the Public Works Director, after a ten day notice, may approve the demolition of a building.  We are considering requiring the Planning Commission to approve all demolitions of non-accessory structure.  

Our ordinance defines demolition as "demolition shall mean the razing, ruining, tearing down or wrecking of any facility, structure or building covered by this section.  As used herein, the word "demolition" shall include any partial demolition and any interior demolition affecting more than ten (10% percent of the replacement value of the structure as determined by the Building Official." 

Murrieta

City of Los Altos had an excellent Building Guide (regulations) and Design Guidelines for single-family homes that address nearly all of your questions.  

Belmont

Here are responses to your questions:

* Has your city developed design review standards/guidelines for dealing with this issue? 

A. Yes, we require Planning Commission review of any new home and any addition of 400 sq. ft. or larger.  Findings include compatibility with the neighborhood, protection of existing trees and balancing bulk, hardscape, landscaping and grading.

* Does your city have square footage maximums for homes as well as Floor Area Ratios?

A. Yes.  Floor area ratios are based on slope, plus a maximum square footage of 3,500 square feet on lots less than an acre, 4,500 sq. ft. on larger lots.

* What other methods have you used relevant to this issue? 

A. One of our more successful requirements is a Neighborhood Outreach Strategy, which the applicant must undertake prior the Commission hearing. It has been very successful in resolving neighbor issues around the coffee table before they become fights at the hearing.

* Does your city define "demolition" differently than the standard UBC definition? If so, explain. 

A. No, however, we do not issue a demolition permit without first reviewing the proposed replacement project. I have dealt with that issue in other places, however, and a definition of removal of more than 50% of the exterior walls is common. I hope that helps. 

Millbrae

In Millbrae, we regulate new homes and home additions as follows:

1) 50% max. lot coverage (footprint of all structures)

2) 55% max. FAR (area of all levels of all structures including proportional amounts of crawl space, high ceilings, attics, decks/balconies, etc.)

3) ground floor setbacks...20' front, 10' rear, 5' both sides (10' on a street side)

4) second floor setbacks...10' more than min. ground floor on front and sides; but for every additional foot of ground floor setback above the minimum, the second floor directly above can be 2 feet less than its minimum.  Use Permit may be requested to vary from these minimums.

5) min. 2-car garage per house; additional parking usually required based upon 1 space per 1,000 sq. ft. of interior living area.

6) 40% max. paving of 20' front setback for driveway/parking.

7) 25' max. building height if roof slope is less than 3:12; 30' max. if 3:12 or greater.

8) Design guidelines for sunlight blockage, privacy intrusion, view blockage, and architectural compatibility.

9) Design Review approval by Planning Commission required for all second floor construction.

We have no alternative definition of demolition.  

Glendale

No, to all questions concerning Glendale.  However, I did read in the Chicago Tribune a few months ago that Highland Park, Illinois, allows greater square footage to homes that are adding on than to tear-downs and re-builds, so as to at least somewhat preserve the existing character.

Redwood City

It is interesting that you pose this question, we are currently working on a policy to have new homes or additions comply with "Neighborhood Character" (we have dozens of neighborhoods), attached is a questionnaire that we used to "sensitize" citizens, commissioners etc. on some basic design criteria for neighborhood compatibility (see four categories).

We do not have FAR regulations but they are coming, we use the following formula:

We do have maximum lot coverage and setback regulations, plus maximum square footages are based on the amount of parking: e.g. one car garage will generally allow up to 2000 sq.ft. max and up to 3 bedrooms of living area. A two car garage home will allow up to 6 bedrooms. After that (and very few can fit this on their lot because you cannot meet parking requirements by parking cars in required front and side yards, rear yard coverage is also restricted. An additional parking space is required for every additional two bedrooms (rooms with closets).  Tandem parking does not count.

Demolition is determined by the Chief Building Official (generally using the UBC)

Burbank

We are currently in the process of developing new development standards for single family homes to help mitigate the proliferation of mega-houses or mansionization.  

The new development standards will include the following:

A maximum floor area based on lot size, and we have targeted a Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of 0.45, or 45% of the lot area.  This will include all accessory structures, except a garage used exclusively for parking.

A maximum height of 23 feet to the highest wall plate, and 30 feet to the highest point on the roof.

The second floor can only be 75% of the first floor. 

We also are incorporating additional standards for the hillside area of the City to address view protection issues, and our goal is to avoid design review by committee.  We expect to have the new standards before the Planning Board for their consideration in April, and before the City Council for a final decision in May.  
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