Planning & Transportation Commission

Meeting of April 26, 2006

RE: 3401, 3415, and 3445 Alma Street (Alma Plaza) [06PLN-00020]

April 25, 2006

Dear PT&C Commissioners:

This note is to address my concerns about the proposed redevelopment of Alma Plaza.

First, I unequivocally support a revitalized Alma Plaza center with a full-service supermarket; this would be a significant asset to the neighborhood and the community as a whole. I appreciate the applicant’s willingness to listen to residents and the improvements he has made.  This iteration is a major improvement.  However we can improve even more. I will address the following areas:

· Comprehensive Plan policy and intention

· Change of Land Use

· Alma Plaza as a neighborhood serving center

· Midtown Residents Association Neighborhood Survey Results (Attachment A)

Comprehensive Plan Policy and Intention

I believe that before we can discuss any details of current proposal, we must clarify what the Comprehensive Plan’s intention is for Alma Plaza as a neighborhood-serving center.

When the Comp Plan was last updated, none of us envisioned that housing would supplant commercial and office uses as the most profitable redevelopment of land.  Hence many of the Comp Plan policies were directed as integrating housing into commercial uses wherever possible.  However, in the last few years we’ve seen such a loss of retail and such a boom in housing developments that it’s time to reconsider how the Comp Plan’s policies should be interpreted.

Alma Plaza is specifically noted as a Neighborhood Commercial center in the Comp Plan; Neighborhood Centers are “oriented toward the everyday needs of surrounding residents” (Goal L-4).  Policy L-7 calls for evaluation of changes in land use in the context of “overall City welfare and objectives, as well as the desires of surrounding neighborhoods.”  Surely giving residents the ability to shop in Palo Alto benefits the City both in terms of retail sales as well as a reduction in traffic.

Key Consideration 1 in Attachment A of the staff report notes “Comprehensive Plan consistency – “Neighborhood Commercial” land use map designation allows housing and retail.”  However, page 2 of the staff report (Project Description, Item 2) states “a vesting tentative map to subdivide the parcels and create condominium units would be required.”

The staff report notes on page 3 that “the proposed 59 housing units exceed the objective of the City’s Housing Sites Inventory that identifies the site for a minimum of 8 units” and “the City will have to consider the economic consequences of allowing residential on an existing commercial site and thereby reducing the square footage available for sales tax generating retail use in the city.”

· Is it the Comp Plan’s intention that including housing in a neighborhood center could entail a subdivision, thus eliminating retail space, or is the intention to intermingle housing with retail—a true mixed usage?

· Yes, we get 14 BMR units above the retail, but we lose three-quarters of the site to market rate housing. While acknowledging the need for some housing on the site, I am also alarmed at the potential loss of so much of a neighborhood-serving center to purely residential usage.

· This subdivision is not clearly stated in the staff report, yet that is the ultimate outcome.

Change of Land Use

CN + RM-30 or PC?  Which use will benefit the greatest number of residents?
The proposed CN + RM-30 mixed use allows housing calculations based on the square footage of the entire site, regardless of the retail portion, thus allowing greater density than would first appear (remember the Hyatt issue).

Keeping the site a Planned Community could allow a more creative mix of housing and retail, such as retail around a public square (a public benefit), Village Residential along the R-1 perimeter and all other units above the retail.  The retail and housing elements could be integrated rather than separated.
In the current proposal, open space is confined to the housing portion of the site, which will not be available to the public. As noted on page 17 of the report “decorative masonry walls will separate the two aspects of this mixed-use project, giving each a separate sense of identity.”

· Sounds almost like a “gated community” within a shopping center!
· Where is the open space for the proposed BMR units above the retail?

· The Tot Lot is behind those decorative walls.  Where are children living in the BMR units supposed to play?

Please carefully consider the implications of the requested change in land use.
Alma Plaza as a Neighborhood Serving Center

Does the plan produce a neighborhood-serving center?  Will it be economically viable?

With the reduction of retail space in square footage from 45,000 to 19,000, I believe the answer is no. 

Alma Plaza is one of the 3 commercial areas of Midtown. The Midtown Residents Association since its inception in 1993, has had the following goals: neighborhood serving retail, pedestrian/bicycle/vehicle safety, and retail variety and convenience.  Alma Plaza does not meet these goals.  The number of small retail stores has been slashed.  From a high to 11, now only 3 are in business. The new plan envisions very small retail spaces, just enough for a small handful of shops.

The staff report (page 3) discusses the Comp Plan’s Business and Economics Element, stating “the emphasis is on economic vitality with a diversity of services while maintaining compatibility with residential neighborhoods.”

· With the retail covering less than 11% of the site’s acreage and 45 market rate housing units, the site is effectively being subdivided into a new housing tract and minimal retail.  Will this encourage or hinder “economic vitality”?
· Retail can always be converted to housing, but the converse is not true.  Under this proposal, particularly with housing above existing retail, there is absolutely no room for retail expansion.
The staff report (page 4) states that “the applicant has stated that in order for the retail portion of the project to be economically feasible, housing would be required on the site.”  How much housing?  What constitutes economic feasibility?  Does the City require figures?

Page 4 of the staff report: “Staff believes that the proposed size of the commercial retail area is consistent with the intent of the Comprehensive Plan policies for the site as a ‘neighborhood’ serving center.  Without the provision of a considerably larger anchor grocery store (from 30,000 s.f. to 40,000 s.f.) and providing additional access from Ramona Street, it is unlikely that more commercial retail space would be viable at this center.”

I disagree.

· Both the Charleston Center and the Midtown Shopping Center in particular belie the notion of a neighborhood shopping center requiring such a large grocery store to achieve economic vitality.  What does achieve vitality is a sufficiently varied number of neighborhood-serving uses to allow residents to fulfill most of their day-to-day retail needs in one location.

· Also, as residents in Palo Alto age, the need to be able to walk to shopping areas to fulfill these needs is increasing.

· I have an email from the General Manager of Zanotto’s Family Market expressing his interest in locating a store in Alma Plaza (see Attachment B).

Although many Comp Plan goals and policies are cited in the staff report, those most relevant to this application from a neighborhood point of view include:

· B-6: Maintain distinct neighborhood shopping areas that are attractive, accessible, and convenient to nearby residents.

· B-27: Support the upgrading and revitalization of Palo Alto’s Neighborhood Commercial Centers. The primary concern of these Centers is revitalization.

· L-15: Preserve and enhance the public gathering spaces within walking distance of residential neighborhoods. Ensure that each residential neighborhood has such spaces.
· L-18: Encourage the upgrading and revitalization of selected Centers in a manner that is compatible with the character of surrounding neighborhoods.
PROGRAM L-15: Establish a planning process for Centers that identifies the desired character of the area, its role within the City, the locations of public gathering spaces, appropriate land uses and building forms, and important street and pedestrian connections to surrounding Residential Neighborhoods.

· L-21: Provide all Centers with centrally located gathering spaces that create a sense of identity and encourage economic revitalization. Encourage public amenities such as benches, street trees, kiosks, restrooms and public art.
· L-37: Maintain the scale and local-serving focus of Palo Alto’s four Neighborhood Centers. Support their continued improvement and vitality.
Neighborhood Centers are smaller than Multi-neighborhood Centers and have more limited service areas. They should be pleasant, attractive places that provide opportunities for shop-ping as well as social contact with friends and neighbors. These three policies and three programs apply to all Neighborhood Centers.

· L-39: Facilitate opportunities to improve pedestrian-oriented commercial activity within Neighborhood Centers. 

It is to everyone's benefit for Alma Plaza to be a true neighborhood serving center that meets Midtown's goals – a variety of small retail shops, convenient to neighbors.

Thank you for considering these points in your deliberations.

Sheri Furman
3094 Greer Road

Midtown resident
ATTACHMENT A — MRA Alma Plaza Survey Results

MRA General Meeting Alma Plaza Survey Results (4/11/06)

What Is Your Preference for Alma Plaza?
	Retail Only
	28

	Housing Only
	1

	Retail + Single Family Homes
	3

	Retail with Housing Only on Upper Stories
	13

	Retail with Single Family & Housing on Upper Stories
	1

	TOTAL
	46


What Would You Like to See at Alma Plaza? 

[Residents were allowed 2 Must Have and 2 Nice to Have votes]
	Type of Store
	Must Have
	Nice to Have
	Total

	Grocery
	45
	0
	45

	Coffee Shop
	8
	17
	25

	Deli/Restaurant
	5
	25
	30

	Jacquie’s Sew & Sew
	10
	6
	16

	Dry Cleaners/Laundry
	0
	3
	3

	Drugstore
	0
	3
	3

	Ice Cream Shop
	0
	3
	3

	Pizzaria
	0
	2
	2

	Child Care Center
	0
	1
	1

	Hair/Nail Salon
	0
	0
	0

	Fitness Center
	0
	0
	0

	Other (write-in)
	
	
	

	Post Office/Show Repair
	9
	6
	15

	Bakery
	2
	5
	7

	Video Store
	0
	3
	3

	ATM
	0
	2
	2

	Good Fish Market
	2
	0
	2

	Good Produce Market
	1
	0
	1


MRA Alma Plaza Neighborhood Online Survey Results as of 04/25/2006  –  4:30PM

What configuration most appeals to you for Alma Plaza?
	Retail + Single-family homes
	25 votes
	44.6%

	Retail + Housing above retail
	27 votes
	48.2%

	Retail + Single-family + housing above retail
	  4 votes
	7.1%


Would you be in favor of an additional entrance to housing? 

	Yes
	31 votes
	55.4%

	No
	25 votes
	44.6%


Select 3 (THREE) shops that you feel MUST BE at Alma Plaza.

	Bakery
	13 votes
	7.4%

	Child Care Center or Gym
	0 votes
	0%

	Coffee shop
	33 votes
	18.8%

	Deli
	14 votes
	8.0%

	Drugstore
	8 votes
	4.5%

	Fish Market
	3 votes
	1.7%

	Full Service Grocery Store
	33 votes
	18.8%

	Ice Cream Store
	1 votes
	0.6%

	Jacquie’s Sew & Sew
	13 votes
	7.4%

	Pizzaria
	2 votes
	1.1%

	Post Office
	20 votes
	11.4%

	Produce Market
	11 votes
	6.2%

	Restaurant
	20 votes
	11.7%

	Shoe Repair
	3 votes
	1.7%

	Video Store
	2 votes
	1.1%


Select 4 (FOUR) shops in addition to those checked above 
that you would LIKE TO have at Alma Plaza? 

	Bakery
	34 votes
	14.7%

	Child Care Center or Gym
	3 votes
	1.3%

	Coffee shop
	15 votes
	6.5%

	Deli
	24 votes
	10.3%

	Drugstore
	8 votes
	3.4%

	Fish Market
	10 votes
	4.3%

	Full Service Grocery Store
	5 votes
	2.2%

	Ice Cream Store
	17 votes
	7.3%

	Jacquie’s Sew & Sew
	10 votes
	4.3%

	Pizzaria
	16 votes
	6.9%

	Post Office
	23 votes
	9.9%

	Produce Market
	11 votes
	4.7%

	Restaurant
	31 votes
	13.4%

	Shoe Repair
	19 votes
	8.2%

	Video Store
	6 votes
	2.6%


ATTACHMENT B — Letter of Interest from Zanotto’s Market General Manager

Zanotto's has been looking at the old Albertson's site as a potential new location for their business for some time now and is very interested in exploring the opportunities available at said location. We believe that a Zanotto's Market will enhance any community that they are in. We are a family run business with very high quality standard's regarding both products and customer service; we don't just talk about it we do it and have been delivering on that promise for years.

We look forward to further discussions around this potential site and regret that we were unavailable to attend your meeting.

Thank You,

Troy Tibbils
Zanotto's Market

