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PROTECTING OPEN SPACE AND PROMOTING LIVABLE COMMUNITIES






March 27, 2007

Mayor Johnson and City Councilmembers

65 Civic Ave.

Pittsburg, CA 94565

Re: Revised Draft Hillside Development Performance Standards and Design Guidelines  

Dear Mayor Johnson and Councilmembers,

Greenbelt Alliance, the Bay Area’s land conservation and urban planning non-profit, writes with grave concern about the revised draft Hillside Development Performance Standards and Design Guidelines (revised HDS).  Greenbelt Alliance submitted comments in March 2007 regarding the first draft of the HDS. Unfortunately, most of our concerns still remain because the revised ordinance has loopholes and still allows far too much development that threatens the ridgelines and hilltops.  Unfortunately, our comments about widening the scope of the HDS, ensuring permanent greenbelts, allowing too much development on ridgelines and visually sensitive areas, and not protecting ridgelines and hilltops from grading and development were not incorporated in the revised HDS. 

We hope that the Pittsburg City Council will consider further significant and direct changes to the guidelines that will clarify the intent and truly strengthen hillside protection. Listed below are a number of areas where the ordinance could be strengthened.

Greenbelt Alliance’s Concerns regarding the revised HDS

Expand Specific Purpose

· The purpose of the ordinance needs to include language that ensures protection of watershed, water quality, wildlife habitat, and open space.  

Widen Applicability below 500 feet elevation

· The revised HDS only addresses hills above 500 feet elevation, leaving wide swaths of land with no protection.  The revised HDS did not change the applicability from the first draft; thus, the HDS still does not apply to the Thomas and Montreux properties and other important hillsides.  

Visually Sensitive Areas Not Protected

· The revised HDS should not allow development in visually sensitive areas.  The revised HDS changed the language from “One unit per acre” to “one unit per net acre.”  Does this change allow more or less development in visually sensitive areas? 

Slope Density Calculation Needed 

· The revised HDS allows for too much density in the hills.  The flat density ceiling of a maximum of three units per acre is inadequate.   Instead, the HDS should have a base allowable density according to slope.  The amount of density allowed in flatter areas should be different than steeper areas for reasons of public safety and visual impacts. 

Permanent Greenbelts Not Guaranteed

· The revised HDS needs to incorporate conservation easements to ensure that greenbelts are permanently protected.  Without such language, there is little guarantee that greenbelts will be permanently protected.  

· The revised HDS also needs language that ensures that the permanent greenbelts are large parcels of land and are not pocket parks.  

Ambiguity about Density Bonuses for Greenbelts

· There is ambiguity on whether or not projects will unnecessarily and unfairly get density bonuses from the recent January 16, 2007 general plan amendments that designated permanent greenbelts and contributing to the Habitat Conservation Plan.  Also, will developers get density bonuses for areas that are infeasible to develop? These issues are still not clarified and they need to be by stating that the general plan amendments, Habitat Conservation Plan compliance, and areas that are infeasible to develop should not count towards the sixty percent requirement.   

Grading Requirements have Loopholes and are Unrestrictive

· The revised HDS weakened grading restrictions from the first draft of the HDS.  The word “substantial” was added to Section 18.88.050(c)(3).  Whereas the first draft of the HDS prohibited all grading of ridgelines and hilltops/peaks in visually sensitive areas, the revised HDS allows grading in visually sensitive areas just as long as it is not “substantive.”  The word “substantial” needs to be deleted.  In addition, grading needs to be prohibited from all hilltops and ridgelines instead of its current limited scope.

· The revised HDS permits grading of all of the natural hilltops in the Pittsburg except in areas that are both above 30% slope and are above 900 feet.  There is very little land where the revised HDS’s applicability that meets both criteria.  Instead, the alteration of the natural form of ridgelines and hilltops/peaks should be prohibited without any exceptions to protect all hilltops/peaks and ridgelines.

Ridgelines are Not Protected 
· The HDS does not protect ridges outside the definition of visually sensitive.  There are many important and prominent ridges, especially in the Faria properties, which are outside the revised HDS definition of “all other ridges.” The revised HDS needs to expand the definition of ridges by incorporating all major and minor ridgelines proposed in the 2001 hearing draft of the City of Pittsburg’s general plan.  

· Streets and roads should not be allowed on or over any ridges.  Staff sites that the HDS needs to allow roadways to cross ridges because of the future location of the Buchanan Road Bypass.  If this is the case, then the HDS should prohibit streets and roads except for the Buchanan Road Bypass.  
Soils and Slope are Not Addressed

· The revised HDS fails to address the risk of landslides, erosion, and other soil instability issues associated with grading along steep slopes (any slope above 30%).  Greenbelt Alliance suggests the following language be included in the HDS “No development is allowable on soils of a slope greater than 25 degrees on soil types that are described to be “very erodable” or “highly erodable” in the United States Department of Agriculture Soil Classification system.  Additionally, there needs to be requirements that any development should be located on the flattest and lowest elevations of the parcel.

Analysis of the Concord Naval Weapons Station and Regional Impacts Needed

· The revised HDS needs to address the compatibility with the plans for development of the Concord Naval Station along the Los Medanos Hills and the visual and traffic impacts to the region.

Questions that Need to be Addressed

1. Will the Buchannan Bypass and San Marco Boulevard expansion be completed before houses will be built?  If houses come before these roads are created, then traffic throughout the neighborhoods will be heavily impacted.

2. Who will pay for the continual maintenance of the roads after they are built? If the maintenance is planned to be paid for by fees from the houses, who will pay for road maintenance if those fees do not cover all the costs?

3. Will utilities be under grounded?  Under grounding utilities are important for improving aesthetics and understanding how much of a financial burden maintaining the infrastructure in the hillsides will be.

4. Will there need to be another police and fire department so that the City of Pittsburg will have adequate response times?

Thank you for consideration of our comments.  Please inform us of upcoming workshops, hearing dates and other consideration of the Hillside Ordinance. 

Greenbelt Alliance asks the City Council to have upcoming meetings start after 6 PM so Pittsburg residents that commute or work late have an opportunity to attend these important meetings.

Sincerely,

Christina Wong

East Bay Field Representative

CC: Ben Johnson, Pittsburg City Council

Will Casey, Pittsburg City Council

Michael Kee, Pittsburg City Council

Nancy Parent, Pittsburg City Council

Sal Evola, Pittsburg City Council

Seth Adams, Save Mount Diablo

Christina Armor, Sierra Club
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