
 
 

 

CITY OF MARTINEZ CITY COUNCIL AGENDA 
 April 18, 2007 
 
 
TO: Mayor and City Council 

 
FROM:    
 

Albert Lopez, Deputy Director of Community Development 

SUBJECT: 
 

Appeal of Construction of a Triplex at 231 Main Street 

DATE: April 11, 2007 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Adopt resolution upholding Planning Commission decision of approval.  
                               
BACKGROUND: 
 
On March 13, 2007, the Planning Commission approved a three unit project that would demolish 
an existing duplex and reconstruct, in its place, a triplex consisting of two separate buildings, with 
one enclosed parking space per unit.  Pursuant to the Downtown Overlay Residential District such 
a project can be approved with the granting of a Use Permit by the Planning Commission with 
specific findings that the project is contextually compatible, and that a reduction in required 
parking would not impact street parking or be detrimental to the neighborhood.   
 
The approved project was appealed on March 22, 2007 by Tim Platt and other community 
members, citing departures from adopted policies of both the recently adopted Downtown 
Specific Plan and the 1996 Downtown Overlay District as the basis for the appeal.   
 
First, the appeal letter emphasizes that this project is, “one of the first, if not the first”, project 
under the new Downtown Specific Plan.  In reality this 3 unit project would have been possible 
under the existing Zoning Code; specifically the existing Downtown Overlay District.  This 
district would allow the project with a use permit, which is the use permit granted by the Planning 
Commission.   
 
This distinction is important since many of the points raised in the appeal letter consider the 
approved project to be inconsistent with the Design Guidelines of the Downtown Specific Plan, 
while other points suggest the findings made by the Planning Commission in regards to the 
Downtown Overlay District were made incorrectly or inadequate.  The Design Guidelines of the 
Downtown Specific Plan are advisory in nature, as compared to the findings of the Downtown 
Overlay District which requires mandatory findings to be made, and supported with project 
specific information.  The advisory nature of Design Guidelines is standard practice in plans such 



as the Downtown Specific Plan, and should not be confused with the mandatory findings required 
with a Use Permit, Variance or Design Review application.  As such, the focus of this report will 
be on the findings adopted by the Planning Commission for project approval.  Staff did analyze 
the project for conformance with the Downtown Specific Plan at the Planning Commission, and 
that information is attached.  
 
Appeal issue #1 – Findings to allow an increase in density 
 
In the resolution adopted by the Planning Commission for project approval, two special findings 
were made to approve an increase in development intensity: 
 

A. That the residential development will complement and be compatible with the 
existing residential community and reflect the historic ambiance of the downtown 
residential district.  The craftsman style of architecture of the triplex has been designed 
to be consistent, compatible, and complement the existing residential community and the 
historic ambiance of the downtown area.   

 
B. That the architecture, landscaping and site plan of the residential development will 

result in a significantly better environment than otherwise would have occurred 
under the existing zone district requirements.  The Downtown Overlay District requires 
good design as a basis for exceeding the number of units allowed by the underlying 
zoning.  The project has been reviewed by the Design Review Committee and staff to 
ensure the proposal meets design standards.  Because of this review, the project will result 
in an aesthetically better project than what may have occurred under existing zoning. 

 
Staff believes finding #A prevents contextually inappropriate development from occurring in 
established neighborhoods that have a prevalent building type, historic feature or architectural 
style.  Since the existing residential community is an eclectic mix of early 20th century bungalows, 
more recent apartment buildings, and non-descript stucco homes, the Planning Commission was 
able to make the finding of compatibility since the craftsman architecture, and its characteristic 
wood siding, dimensioned wood window trim, gable details and overhanging eaves is a home 
style historically found in the downtown area.  The style of the approved project reflects the 
historic ambiance of the downtown and is compatible with the eclectic mix of the existing 
residential community, further supporting the finding made by the Planning Commission.   
 
In regards to finding #B, the Planning Commission used the quality design of the project as the 
basis for approval.  The better environment finding can be made because the Downtown Overlay 
requires more discretion than normally would be required with only a two unit project, and in the 
current case, the level of review was higher as was the design threshold.  The building massing 
and placement, the use of exterior materials, and the emphasis on compatibility all required 
review by staff, the Design Review Committee and the Planning Commission, resulting in a better 
living environment for future occupants.  Also, it can be assumed the economic return of 
constructing three units is higher than with two units, and allowed the applicant to incorporate 
higher quality building materials and design details consistent with the craftsman style 
architecture they were seeking.   
 



Appeal issue #2 – Findings to allow a reduction in parking 
 

The appeal letter identifies the reduction in parking from two spaces per unit to one space per unit 
as their second specific concern, stating that the “three two-bedroom apartment units will likely 
result in the addition of three automobiles requiring parking on the street”.   They go on to say the 
lack of an ordinance requiring garages to be used as such could make matters worse.  
 

In regards to the use of garages, it is true that the City of Martinez does not have an ordinance 
requiring garages to only be used as car parking.  An exception is in planned developments where 
an association of residents can self-regulate the parking of cars in garages as opposed to on 
driveway pads.  This level of regulation does not exist in the downtown, which is likely why it 
has evolved as an eclectic mix of land uses and housing types.  Staff believes this is ultimately an 
owner/management issue and that it can be easily written into a lease agreement or deed 
restriction is the units are sold as individual units, to use assigned garages for auto parking only.   
 
As stated earlier the Planning Commission must make specific findings to allow a reduction in 
parking, which they did as follows:  
                      

A. One parking space per unit would be sufficient for the proposed development.  The 
current tenants of the duplex do not have covered off-street parking spaces.  The one-car 
garages will provide three covered parking spaces and will be sufficient for the proposed 
development.  The proposed project is in the downtown area where tenants can access 
both public transportation and services within walking distance.      
 

B. There would be sufficient overflow street parking.  As mentioned previously, parking 
for the proposed triplex will be provided off-street with the three one-car garages, where 
none is currently provided. If needed, Main Street and the surrounding neighborhood 
streets will provide sufficient overflow parking.    
 

C. Reducing the parking standards would not be detrimental to the neighborhood.  By 
providing one covered parking space per unit the project will not be detrimental to the 
neighborhood where many of the surrounding properties do not meet current parking 
requirements.  Reduced parking is a characteristic of many multi-family units in the 
downtown area. 

 
 

The above findings were made based on the facts of the project.  Finding #A is based on the small 
units being proposed whose parking needs may not exceed one car.   The proximity to transit and 
services will further reduce the dependence on the automobile and the ability to have reduced 
parking is a feature of many downtowns promoting higher density and walkable communities.  
The creation of three new covered parking spaces improves the existing situation where no 
covered parking spaces currently exist, and will result in a much better living environment for the 
future tenants of the approved project.  Finding #B anticipates that the need for car parking could 
exceed one space per unit, and the Planning Commission found that sufficient overflow street 
parking would be available.  Staff visits to the project area after business hours (6:30 PM) 
revealed ample street parking in front of and on the same block as the project.  More street 
parking was available in the surrounding blocks.  Although more study could be done, this 



suggests the demand for street parking is not as high as the appellant claims.  Staff believes the 
street will easily absorb the three additional parking spaces that could be needed.  Finding #C 
follows from the other two findings, and no detrimental impact can be anticipated.  Many of the 
units in and around the area have limited available parking as staff has documented.  Additionally, 
the parking made available for the current project is all enclosed, whereas many of the multi-unit 
projects in the immediate project area have open carports facing the street.  In these cases parking 
occupies the street frontage and driveways, lacking curb appeal and inhibits neighbor interaction.   
 
Appeal issue #3 – Precedent and granted exceptions 
 
The appeal also is concerned that approval of this project, “could be claimed as entitlements by 
future developers for other downtown residential projects”.  While other developers could 
certainly point to this project to support approval of their project, it is unlikely any entitlement 
could be claimed by referencing a previous approval.  Each project is individually reviewed based 
upon its own merits, and the findings needed for approval allow the Planning Commission to 
exercise its discretion in reviewing projects for compatibility, context, appropriateness of design, 
and other criteria contained in the findings.    
 
Finally, the appellants ask that the City Council “clearly state its policy that any exceptions 
granted in the case of this project are specific to it and will in no case be granted for other, even 
similar circumstances simply because they have been granted here”.  For all cases appealed to the 
City Council from the Planning Commission, our municipal code requires they be heard as 
“de novo” cases, and is reviewed as a new project.  Similar to the Planning Commission process, 
the City Council reviews projects (when appealed) on a case by case basis, and in no way uses 
previous approvals as a basis to approve or deny a project.  Although parallels can always be 
drawn between projects, the City Council also uses its full discretion in reviewing a project based 
on its own merits.  At the appeal hearing the Council may further elaborate on this point. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT: 
 
None 
 
ACTION: 
 
Direct staff to prepare resolution upholding Planning Commission decision.  
 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 
1) Appeal Letter 
2) Planning Commission Staff Report & Plans 
 
 
 

APPROVED BY:    APPROVED BY:    
 City Manager   Department Head 














