2 May 2007
 
Ann Clevenger
City of Oakland Planning Department
250 Frank Ogawa Plaza
Oakland , CA  94612
 
Subject:  VDRC05-286, Balboa Drive Lot 1844, APN 048E-7347-020-00
 
Dear Ms. Clevenger:
 
Thank you for this opportunity to submit comments for the proposed new house on Balboa Drive .  The Shepherd Canyon Homeowners Association met with neighbors on Sunday, April 29, to discuss the drawings.  We obtained the drawings from project designer David Allen, of Allen Consulting Group.  They are dated 02/30/05, with a revision date of 5/12/2005.  We attempted to obtain the drawings from the Planning counter in your absence, but were unable to do so.  We have tried to verify that the drawings we reviewed were the current submittal, but have been unable to get a response.
On July 16, 2006, we submitted comments on this project.  I am attaching a copy of that letter.  In that letter, the size and massing of the house were discussed and a strong objection was lodged.  We are dismayed to find that no changes have been made to the design in response to our considered and detailed letter.  In essence, all of the objections stated in the previous letter remain unchanged.
 
Our greatest objection to this project is the massive amount of grading that will be required to excavate for the house.  The drawings indicate that 3,626 cubic yards of soil will be removed (Grading, Grubbing, Stripping & Site Excavation Notes, Note 9, Sheet A1.1).  We believe that this is an excessive amount of grading.  If the house were reduced in size, the quantity of grading could be reduced substantially.  We estimate that this quantity of soil removal will require 90 dump truck trips to accomplish.  The street at this lot is a mere 18 feet in width, making the logistics for this project unmanageable.  Any damage caused to the street by heavy equipment should be repaired by the developer.
 
We have learned from the project engineer that they plan to perform grading on this lot and the adjacent lot, in order to provide a staging area for the construction of this project.  However, no application has been submitted for Lot #1843.  We question whether it is legal for the developer to perform the extensive grading that will be required for a future house next door, without submitting an application for Design Review.  Since the house on Lot #1843 has not been designed, it is unknown whether a variance will be required, and therefore the public comment process is being circumvented.  The design review process must be completed prior to issuing a grading permit for the adjacent lot.
 
Should the adjacent lot, #1843, be excavated to provide a staging area, retaining walls will be required around the terraced area.  These walls may be in excess of 20’ in height.  There is no current plan to place a house on this lot, so the neighbors will be left with the blight of an exposed retaining wall for an unknown length of time.  We object to the excavation of lot #1843 unless the proper public notice process is followed.
 
Municipal Code Section 17.136.050, Regular Design Review, Article E. For Retaining Walls, states that the retaining wall must “respect the natural landscape and topography … is responsive to human scale … and that the proposed design conforms … to applicable design review guidelines.”  We do not believe that the proposed retaining wall on Lot #1843 complies with any of these requirements.
 
Adjacent properties have suffered landslides many times.  Neighbors who have lived on this street for more than 20 years have first-hand experience with soils instability.  The vast amount of excavation being called for on this project, may de-stabilize the slope and endanger neighboring houses on both Balboa and Saroni Drives.  We urge you and the applicant to redesign the house to reduce the amount of excavation.  We assume that the geotechnical report will be scrutinized by the Engineering Division as part of the permit application, however we recommend a peer review in this case because of the severity of the excavation.
The floor area of the proposed house is 4,029 s.f. plus a two-car garage.  Neighboring homes average in the 1,400 to 2,000 s.f. range. (See the end of this letter for a list of neighboring house sizes.)  We maintain that the proposed house is far too large for the neighborhood.  If the house is reduced in size, many of the variances requested would not be necessary.  Even though steeply sloped sites are excluded from lot coverage or floor area ratios, this house is out of scale with the existing houses on the street.  We have calculated the floor area ratio (4,029 / 8,455) at 48%.  This house will essentially steal the woodsy nature of adjacent lots for its open space, while overstressing the capacity of its own square footage.  Because of the dramatic slope of this lot, the functional buildable area is much smaller than a similar lot on flat terrain.
 
Several mature trees were removed from the site without proper tree permits.  Even so, there is a large eucalyptus near the fire hydrant that has not been identified for removal.  The plans should be revised to accurately reflect existing conditions.  Crews working on Lot #1844 often gain access to their site via the path of the house at 5935 Balboa Drive .  Without the owner’s permission, this is trespassing.  In one incident last year the Oakland Police were called.
 
There is a seasonal creek in the swale just to the north of the site, which will be compromised by the grading.  We suggest that creek preservation procedures be implemented.  In addition, the sewer line for the neighbor up hill runs along the north property line within one foot of the proposed retaining wall.  This line will be in danger during construction, and provisions must be made to keep it operational.
 
The neighboring house up hill at 6714 Saroni Drive , will be seriously impacted by the construction of a new house so close to their existing windows.  The proposed house will block their view of the canyon, and privacy for the existing house will be compromised.
 
The Mediterranean style of the house with stucco and tile roofs is not consistent with the neighborhood context.  The other homes within this block are ranch style or contemporary houses, and the vast majority has wood siding.
We are not opposed to the development of this lot, or the adjacent lot, but the design and size of the house should be more compatible with the neighborhood.  If the lots are to be developed together, it would be more appropriate to combine them and build one house on them.  This would ameliorate the impact of the project on the neighborhood, provide more open space, and bring the floor area ratio to an appropriate number.
 
In conclusion, I refer you to our letter from last July, which has not been addressed.  We object to the granting of the height and setback variances.  And we greatly protest the size of the house, which over-burdens a difficult site in a small-scale neighborhood.
 
Sincerely,
 
Cillesa Ullman
Shepherd Canyon Homeowners Association
Design Review Committee
 
Neighbors endorsing this letter:
                                                                                                            Existing house size:
Steve Nachtman & Liz Franzen, 5935 Balboa Drive                                          1,781 s.f.
Dr. Portia Polner, 5954 Balboa Drive                                                               1,200 s.f.
Laurie Wolfe, 6714 Saroni Drive                                                                      2,000 s.f.
Herb & Adrienne Bryant, 5960 Balboa Drive                                                    1,800 s.f.
Cillesa & Eric Ullman, 6018 Balboa Drive                                                         1,951 s.f.
Rebecca Claire & Martin Kueera, 5959 Balboa Drive                                       1,400 s.f.
Claudia Falconer, 6643 Aitken Drive                                                                1,986 s.f.
Anne O’Niell & Larry Einhorn, 7026 Paso Robles Drive                                   1,993 s.f.
Stephanie & Bob McCloskey, 7050 Paso Robles Drive
 
