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March 21, 2016 

 

To:  Michael Phillips, Chair  

Montecito Planning Commission 

 

Re:  Montecito Architectural Guidelines & Development Standards Limited Update 

Support for Method 1, Proportional Method 

 

Dear Mr. Chair, 

 

I am writing to urge the honorable commission to carefully consider the proposed options for 

incorporating basement floor area into the calculations for recommended maximum net floor 

area of the primary residence. The two proposed options are significantly different and I believe 

that Method 1, Proportional Method, is the superior option. 

 

I am a Santa Barbara based architect and served as Chair of the Summerland Area Planning 

Advisory Committee (SUNPAC). As part of a similar effort, we carefully considered and adopted 

a basement calculation method that closely mirrors Method 1, Proportional Method. Based on 

this experience with SUNPAC, I was asked by County Planning Staff to provide consultation and 

clarification on the proposed basement calculation methodology for the Montecito Architectural 

Guidelines & Development Standards Limited Update. To be clear, this letter is not representing 

an opinion from the SUNPAC board, but is my opinion as a concerned community member, 

Montecito area resident, and practicing architect in the Montecito community.   

 

Based on similar concerns, the SUNPAC, with community input, came to the reasonable 

conclusion that if basements are not visible to neighbors or the public then there is no reason to 

apply the basement area to the floor area ratio calculation. This "can't see it, don’t count it" 

conclusion is simple, reasonable, and fair. In Summerland we used the term "True Basement" 

for basements that are not visible. These basements have no long term impact, do not add to 

the scale or presence of a residence, and should be exempt from the floor area ratio calculation. 

If visible, we came to the reasonable conclusion that it should factor into the maximum floor 

area based on a calculation similar to Method 1, Proportional Method. I agree it is a reasonable 

proposition that a percentage of the visible basement walls be used as a basis for calculating the 

size of structure. This encourages applicants to minimize visibility. An additional benefit to 

adopting a methodology similar to Summerland is consistency of policy across the County. The 

Board of Supervisors have expressed their desire for more planning consistency across different 

areas of the County. 

 

Having attended the MBAR meetings and a public workshop regarding the proposed guidelines 

it is my understanding that the main concern regarding basement floor area is the ability of an 

excluded basement to increase the size, bulk, and scale of a primary structure without counting 
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that area in the recommended maximum net floor area calculation. This is of particular concern 

on hillside and ridgeline lots where "daylight basements" are visible to neighbors and/or the 

community, potentially increasing the public visual impact. I believe the intention of the 

amended guidelines is to eliminate the "loopholes" that have lead to an increase of apparent 

size, bulk, and scale of a primary residence. However, it is my opinion that calculation method 

alone cannot adequately and fairly address the concern as they have the unintended result of 

limiting development that otherwise would not pose downhill visibility impacts to the 

community.  

 

One recommendation is that only projects falling within the Hillside Overlay or subject to the 

Hillside and Ridgeline ordinance apply a basement calculation methodology, specifically projects 

that propose to daylight usable basement area on a downhill side. If properties do not fall within 

these hillside and ridgeline constraints then there is no reasonable position to limit basement 

development as it is not presenting an apparent increase of size, bulk, and scale to the 

community. Specifically, Method 3, 800 SF + 50% Method, though simple to calculate, is 

unreasonably onerous and particularly penalizes homeowners on flatter lots not subject to 

Hillside Overlay or Hillside and Ridgeline guidelines. It is proposed as an indiscriminate limit to 

property development and puts unreasonable development restrictions on every property in 

Montecito regardless of the visibility of the structure or flatness of the topography.  

 

In addition to applying a calculation methodology, I recommend Planning Staff incorporate 

added clarity with regard to daylight basements, and outline conditions when a basement is 

subject to the calculation. Similar criteria is proposed in Method 3 for “partially underground” 

basements. Method 1, as proposed, requires that basement area be counted towards the 

recommended maximum net floor area of the primary residence if only 18” of basement wall 

(the height of an ordinary crawl space wall) is exposed and no usable basement space daylights 

to the public by way of windows, doors, etc. Similarly, both proposed methods would require 

inclusion of floor area created by a concealed and inwardly focused basement court, one that 

does not expose itself to the public nor increase the apparent size, bulk, and scale of the project. 

 

Basements and Development Impact: 

Basements are a very low impact way to relieve development pressure on visible above grade 

development. In other parts of the Country, residential basements have for hundreds of years 

been standard construction methodology for homes and estates. Much of the Montecito 

community below Mountain Drive is on flatter topography and/or behind hedges. To conclude 

that residences in these areas can only have limited residential amenities in basement areas 

without impacting their allowable floor area, and not enjoy the standards of homes and estates 

across the Country is unnecessarily limiting the use and enjoyment of the majority of properties 

in Montecito.   

 

Basements and Intensity of Use:  
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One of the arguments for limiting basement space is to avoid the increased impact on 

community resources due to added square footage. However it is the number of bedrooms that 

determine an intensity of use, not below grade floor area. Due to building code restrictions, 

bedrooms are difficult to install in basements. Most basement uses are for added amenities like 

screening rooms, gyms, wine cellars, mechanical/electrical rooms and storage. These uses are 

for the benefit of the homeowners and do not add car traffic or other long range community 

impacts.  Where a bedroom is in a basement, it must daylight for windows and fresh air. In 

hillside homes this can become visible and add to the apparent size of a home. In this case, it 

should be considered in the recommended maximum net floor area per Method 1, Proportional 

Method. 

 

Basements and Grading Impacts: 

Basements do involve grading but it is mitigatable impact and subject to review and approval 

under existing County regulations. In addition, there are conditions that can be applied to a 

project to mitigate one time grading operations, such as approved haul routes, limits on size of 

truck loads, and hours of grading operation. Grading is a short term impact for the long term 

gain of property use.  

 

In conclusion, I support Method 1, Proportional Method, for projects falling within the Hillside 

Overlay or subject to the Hillside and Ridgeline ordinance, and with added clarity as to 

“daylighting” and when a basement must be counted. It is consistent with the SUNPAC 

methodology, it is fair, and does not place an unreasonable blanket limit to development on 

every property in Montecito. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Robin Donaldson AIA 

 

 

cc:  

Salud Carbajal, 1st District Supervisor, County of Santa Barbara  

Allen Bell, Supervising Planner, County of Santa Barbara 

Julie Harris, Senior Planner, County of Santa Barbara 

David Villalobos, Planning Commission Recording Secretary 
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