Planning Pilot meeting with Gail Goldberg

November 18, 2006

Note taker: Mark Elliot, Neighborhood Participation Project

Gail Goldberg described a series of recent field trips around LA and questions from interested NC participants began immediately: “Can we take you around Venice?” and “In our neighborhood….” Clearly there was interest to introduce the Planning Director to the actual neighborhoods.

Gail said that she was told when she took the job that there was no broad discussion about planning in the City, and that in San Diego there were 44 community plan areas each with an officially empowered planning group that holds elections and reviews projects. “What I've found in Los Angeles is that this city does not have a history of good planning, and plans are not adequate to guide developers, to be able to say, ‘This is what the community wants...’ and for the community, to say, ‘This is what we want’ or ‘This is what the community will be like...’ “It forces communities to go project by project,” she said, “and it makes opposition a logical response - a legitimate response to inadequate planning.”

Gail said her objectives included:

Giving the department the capacity to do  plans everybody will want. “What do we need to do? The department has lost staff while entitlement cases have doubled. We have failed in case processing so we steal long range planners for cases.” We have created a new business plan for the department, she said, adding, “Our strategic plan has four initiatives.” They are:

1) ‘Do real planning.’ We need a different kind of community plan. There are currently broad land use categories, but there is no real understanding of what the community wants. We need a land use plan backed by a zoning ordinance. New community plans will have a transportation element, an urban design element to protect neighborhoods with a distinctive character, and a public facilities element for parks and libraries, etc.  We’re doing two new elements of the General plan: housing and transportation element. 
2) Build an efficient and effective department. We will reorganize how it currently functions: community plans, zoning, and subdivisions. There will be geographic teams consistent with area planning commissions, each with long-range and case processing, working for that community - to get the planners closer to the community. We are committed to create a department that processes cases in a timely way and does long-range planning. We will measure progress so that we can report to you and to the city council – ‘Are we making progress?’

3) Generate innovative solutions. It is almost impossible for a city wide policy to give issues equal weight.  Let's work with neighborhoods to come up with pilot programs: is there a parking problem? Let's do some pilot projects. Let the planners know that management is looking for creativity.

4) Engage the public in planning. Create partnerships with neighborhood councils and alliances to get neighborhood councils and homeowners associations training. I want to get as much information to you as we can. Now, we can bog down the department if we have to mail out stuff to people. We want to get it on the Internet to make it simple to access.

She continued, “If the community plan is something you cannot embrace, it cannot be implemented - and it cannot be effective. In San Diego, we had 100 long range planning staff in a city one-third the size of this city. Planning groups review projects for consistency. Communities are anxious to add community plan updates, but it will require staff. [In Los Angeles] the commercial corridors are often shameful. There is little urban design that comes together to create great streets, to make them exciting and inviting….People in Los Angeles do not have high enough expectations; we need to demand more. We need to be less political and more credible. I want to embrace getting you information in helping you understand it. We have looked specifically at giving neighborhood councils copies of applications. We have no objection. And you wanted early notification. Now, the public counters give you a heads-up.

 [Discussion moved on to the pilot program.]

Liaisons. We need somebody full time. I am asking for a public information and training coordinator. In San Diego, we required our Neighborhood Planning Groups to attend one day of training each year.
Contact Info. There was discussion about appointing a liaison on the neighborhood council side. 
Notice. “We will tell applicants, ‘Be aggressive in contacting the neighborhood councils.’ Robert added, “Have a good working relationship with your neighboring councils - work cooperatively when projects border a neighbor council.” Russell Brown added that Hollywood used a shared list serve to provide info on new projects. Another participant said he was surrounded by other municipalities - Beverly Hills, Santa Monica – and wanted information on these independent city's projects. DeDe in Venice highlighted the interdependence of these entities. She said that Del Rey depends on Venice for services - "gas stations and cemeteries"- yet the unincorporated area “wants to double their density."

The application package. “We are working on logistics.” Making the application process internet based was suggested, but not all firms can comply. Gail said, “We have been moving to technology, and towards electronic filing, and we have a document management system in place but the staffing...but do we have a budget?” Jackie suggested starting a pilot program for filing simple applications by the professional companies on the city's list of preferred consultants. Questions: can we include landscape plans? Will this do away with the filing of more than one application? “We may find out about a project only when we are notified by our council office...”

Advise planning in a timely fashion. Robert said that recommendations come from NC boards, "…but then it stops – and Planning doesn't always know before the hearing what you [as a NC] recommended or what the conditions are.”  

Schedule for plan updates. Gail said they want an evaluation process for recommending plan updates but it is the city council that makes that decision and they spread them around. More provocatively, Gail said that EIRs would accompany the plan updates. “In reality, you have to look at comprehensive environmental impacts.” 

Cooperative instruction. Gail: "It is our commitment to training - we want to work with you to figure out the best program."

The annual meeting. Representatives from Venice complained about conditions of approval and how to use them. "More people respond to problems concerning conditions than anything else,” DeDe said. Challis MacPherson said, “I’ve got 9 people coming into the PLU committee and 6 need training,”  to which Gail replied, “We can set up the meeting and talk about conditions and have a planning 101.” Robert suggested tying the discussion to LANCC: “Those are ideal breakout sessions and discussion groups. Combine these things; there are department training sessions." 

Neighborhood council land use committee advising. Robert said that if planning needs to get somebody out to neighborhood council meetings, the department will need plenty of notice. One neighborhood council member said, "We have 72 hours - that is the legal requirement….what chance is there to respond to that?" Gail said that their goal is to have a full-time person available to liaison with neighborhood councils, “If it is something you believe requires our input, maybe something that you need help with like longer range issues….”

Additional comments:

· Put easements into the system on the city’s maps; 

· Pay attention to sensitive environmental habitats; 

· Make the staff report from planning available to neighborhood councils before the hearing - "Sometimes they are incorrect and we can fix mistakes”;

· We’re not consulted about monuments [designation];

· Could we get mailing list notification for new entries into an application file? (Gail replied that it would need to be talked about); 

· We are seeing huge accessory buildings that dwarf the residences (Gail: “Coming with entitlements, they do what they can with the base zoning”);

· What about a reward for increased setbacks and permeability? (Gail: “We will have to address it in a local way”); 

· The biggest public works project is the school district but there is no partnership with the community or shared resources. (Gail: In San Diego, we couldn't keep up with them: they destroyed more units every year than we could build – [in LA] how can we get a public benefit?”); 

· Robert asked about the Ventura specific plan that identifies mitigation costs, “But it was a pot of money the city decided to use elsewhere.” Goldberg replied, “Set it up as an enterprise fund.
On impact fees:

“Starting January first, I am making the Valley the full one-stop shop. I am asking in the mid year budget adjustment for 36 new case processing people and a fee study….We don't ask developers to pay for their impact on communities. If we can get community needs and facilities in the plan - to identify what we need - the next step is to adopt the plan, the zoning, the implementing measures, and ultimately a facilities plan. We can say, ‘Here's what they cost, and here is the portion we can attribute to the new developments.’ But the community must prioritize what facilities should get built. Communities will then embrace the projects because it makes the community better; it does not overwhelm the community.”

On the political nature of the process:

“I never thought that I would have to fight every day to do planning. Planning has the charter mandated role of land use planning.  It is the bigger vision. We have to be building healthier neighborhoods with access to places. The most important thing is the policies; then you evaluate the project.”  “You know the problems, but it's not clear that you have all of the solutions. What would make your neighborhood better? I have asked to set up an urban design studio to come up with broader solutions. I want to see in the planning and land use department a bunch of very excited people.” 


Note from Jacque Lamishaw, Co-Chair, Neighborhood Council Planning Taskforce.
The NC/Planning Pilot Program will commence in January 2007.  It is a working program and will be changed and developed as it goes forward.  It is important for you to join your colleagues and provide input at the meetings.  To receive your e-mail notice of the meetings, please send your e-mail address to: jlamishaw@socal.rr.com.  All are welcome to attend the meetings.

