Shepherd Canyon Homeowners Association
DESIGN REVIEW COMMITTEE
c/o Claudia Falconer
6180 Antioch Street
Oakland, CA  94611
510-339-1128
 
18 March 2007
 
Mike Rivera, Planner
City of Oakland Planning Department
250 Frank Ogawa Plaza, 2nd Floor
Oakland, CA   94612
 
SUBJECT:  THREE NEW HOUSES ON GIRVIN DRIVE
VDRC 06-191, 192 & 193
 
Dear Mr. Rivera:
 
The Shepherd Canyon Homeowners Association met with neighbors of the proposed development this morning on site at Girvin Drive .  We were joined by several neighbors of the project.  A list of those attending the meeting is included at the end of this letter.  We reviewed the plans, dated Jan. 4, 2007, and discussed the impact the project will have on the existing neighborhood.  We generated the following comments.
 
The project proposes three new houses on three lots, which will be connected by a common driveway.  The driveway will enter the site in the location of an old foundation from a project that was never completed.  The terrain is extremely steep.  Each of the three lots has a neighbor uphill off of Chelton Drive.  The area of the project on Girvin has existing houses on the downslope lots that date from the ‘60’s and ‘70’s.
 
It is our understanding that the applicant has made efforts to involve the existing neighbors in the review process and has given them opportunities to see the drawings and discuss the proposed design.  The three houses will be occupied by members of an extended family.
 
The existing neighbors and residents in the area would benefit greatly from the placement of story poles for this project.  In particular, the roof patio on House C should be located on site prior to approval.
 
Due to the steep slopes on all of the sites, soils stability is of great concern.  The planning documents do not include references to a geotechnical report.  However, as residents of the area, we have all seen landslides and soils instability.  It will be crucial to the existing homes both down hill and on the sites above the development to have soils stability maintained during construction and as part of the finished development.  We would recommend the requirement of an independent review of the geotechnical report, retaining wall and foundation design by a qualified soils engineer.
 
Criterion 8 of the Design Review Manual addresses neighborhood consistency.  Unfortunately, lots steeper than 20% are excluded from the requirement for neighborhood consistency.  However, the Zoning Ordinance, in Section 17.136.070, Design Review Criteria, requires “That the proposed design will create a building … that is well related to the surrounding area in their setting, scale, bulk, height, materials and textures.”  Also, in Criterion 5:  Building Design, it states that new buildings must “compliment neighborhood scale, development patterns and orientation of structures and not disrupt neighborhood appearance.” The proposed houses do not meet neighborhood consistency requirements in the following areas:
 
-  All existing homes in the immediate vicinity have wood siding and wood trim at doors and windows.
-  The size of the proposed homes, which average about 3,300 s.f., is vastly larger than the existing homes in the area, which average about 2,500 s.f.  In addition, the areas stated do not reflect the actual scale of the buildings because the houses have enormous garages.  House A has a garage of 1,228 s.f., which is larger than some homes in the area.  The size of the garages adds to the bulk and scale of the buildings pushing them even farther from the neighborhood norm.
- The sitting of these buildings places them toward the center of the lots, which increases their apparent bulk and height, when viewed from Girvin Drive .
- The Mediterranean detailing, with stucco, and clay tile roofs, is out of context with the neighboring homes.
 
There is a swale, which may be a seasonal creek between lots A and B.  We would guess that there is a culvert that connects to the inlet in that location.  We would caution the developer to preserve any existing culverts or replace them where damaged.
 
The documents we received did not include a drainage plan.  Replacing natural grade with expansive areas of impervious surfaces will create large quantities of water runoff.  The design should address measures to assure that the water is captured on site, and that no flooding is caused on neighboring properties.  Residents report that when the drain inlet is clogged by leaves, Girvin Drive becomes a river during heavy rains.  French drains should be required along the up hillsides of all houses and retaining walls.  All roof drains should be connected to the storm drain system under ground.
 
The residents on Chelton Drive, adjacent to the development and up hill, are deeply concerned about the roof patio on House B, which will be directly visible from the existing homes.  They have addressed the issue of privacy in their letter to you signed by Al Clark.  The placement of the roof patio in company with the removal of many mature trees will have a significant negative impact on the existing neighbors.
 
We are all sad to see that the huge bay laurel tree will be removed in order to build these houses.  This tree is truly a heritage tree in our neighborhood.  We recognize that the removal of this tree has been approved by the city’s arborist, and that it has been tagged accordingly.  The landscape plan indicates replacement trees of native species, as well as many other plants.  We hope that the implementation of the landscape design will be enforced at the project’s completion.
 
The design will require extensive retaining walls, many of which will be visible from Girvin Drive. It appears that the texture of these walls will be exposed gravity block, and that the walls are limited to 6 feet in height.  The appearance of the retaining walls is important to the success of the project from the neighbors’ point of view.
 
We encourage the color palette of the project to be established as earth tones and natural colors, and request that frosted or obscure glass be used on garages where windows face the street.
 
We request that construction procedures be conducted with consideration to the neighbors.  It would be appropriate to request a staging plan so that materials storage can be accomplished without blocking the street.  Also, we have seen on past projects that heavy equipment such as dump trucks and cement mixers may damage the paving of the city street and other infrastructure.  We would like to be assured that if damage is caused by the construction of this project the developer is required to make repairs.
 
To recap, it appears to us that the designer has given much consideration to balancing cut and fill on the property, and that measures have been taken to step the houses up with the grade of the site.  We see the shared driveway as an innovative measure to gain access to lots B and C, which otherwise would require deep excavations for the street-level garages.  Also, the placement of the houses toward the middle of the sites will give a buffer to the street that can be landscaped to replace some of the native trees.  We feel that the houses are too large for the lots, but the hills are excluded from lot coverage requirements or any floor area ratio limitations.
 
During the discussion, we did not achieve a consensus about the style of the houses.  Some of us felt that the Mediterranean style would be acceptable if the finishes are built as shown on the design.  Others among us feel that stucco and tile roofing is inappropriate in the “woodsy” environment of Shepherd Canyon .
 
Sincerely,
 
 
Claudia Falconer
Chair, SCHA Design Review Committee
Attendees:
 
Cillesa Ullman, SHCA DRC
Mike Petouhoff, SCHA President
Stephanie McCloskey, SCHA DRC
Bob McCloskey, SCHA DRC
Johathan Taylor, SHCA
Al Clark, Neighbor on Chelton
Jack Briday, Neighbor on Girvin
Brian Collins, Neighbor on Girvin
John Sullivan, Neighbor on Girvin
