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Proposal by David Arscott to Task Force, May 12, 2006


Position moved by David Arscott at meeting of Task Force on Single Family Regulations on Friday, May 12, 2006
· Two new major planning tools would be introduced for SF-2 and SF-3 zones in the City of Austin, Floor area Ratio and Setback Planes.  This proposal is intended to effectively eliminate three issues of intrusive development; buildings in back yards, three story side walls, and massive homes on smaller lots.  It is important to accomplish these objectives without harming homeowner’s property value and without creating regulations that are so unwieldy and complex that it is difficult or impossible for City staff to interpret.  Thirdly, central Austin should continue to be made attractive for new family housing that is compatible with older neighborhoods and yet meets the needs of today’s families.
· Adopt a setback plane along side lot lines, 16” high at the property line with an angle of 45 degrees, plus an extra two feet for a pier and beam foundation.  The latter will preserve traditional foundation design and root zones of trees in inner city neighborhoods.  This height will permit two storey homes with 9 foot ceilings at the 5 foot setback line.  Homes with taller ceilings would have to be sited further in from the side lot lines.  This will allow a 32 foot wide home on a 50 foot wide lot with 12 feet on one side to allow a driveway.

· The setback plane would be calculated from the highest point of natural grade within 5 feet around the foundation.  This is to ensure against flooding and provide proper drainage.
· Protrusions into sideyards will be allowed as in existing code for chimneys and eaves.

· Protrusions would be allowed above the 45 degree plane for gables, including a main side gable of up to 36 feet to promote side gable design.  This provides for more compatible street related design than front gable homes.  Smaller shed and gable dormers up to 18 feet wide could protrude  through the plane in the roof.  At the rear of a 36 foot side wall, it must set in at least 3 feet.

· Height would be 35 feet as in existing code.  I had proposed a lower height measured from the highest point of natural grade but this was rejected by many members of the Task Force.  Height in the rear 25% of the property would be 22’.  Both heights would use the existing definition of the average of highest horizontal eave and highest ridge, to promote sloped versus flat roofs.

· Setbacks would be as existing, 25 feet at the front, 5 feet at the sides, 10 feet on a street side yard and 10 feet in the rear.  There is an existing provision in SF-3 for single story buildings to be within 5 feet of the rear lot line.  At the front, the setback averaging provision for streets with less front setback would allow new homes to line up with their neighbors to within 15 feet of the front property line.
· Floor Area Ratio would be 0.5 for the minimum legal lot size of 5, 750 square feet.  For the next 1,250 square feet, the FAR would be 0.45, and beyond 7,000 square feet, the FAR would be 0.4.  This would permit homes on standard size lots in central Austin that would not significantly reduce the land value of current homeowners.
· A minimum home size of 2,300 square feet would be permitted.  Attics, basements, porches and garages would be excluded, except for the following; a garage more than 8% of the lot area, attached garages and carports greater than 450 square feet, and covered porches above the first floor of more than 100 square feet.  Maximum garage size would be 10% of the lot, including outdoor storage.
· Impervious cover would remain at 45% since it is already a serious planning constraint that forces two story homes and limits bungalow designs.  Ways and means for all homeowners to improve stormwater retention and drainage on their lots would be promoted by the City of Austin as part of its Green Builder program.

· The City would immediately develop a boilerplate for Neighborhood Plans that would allow individual neighborhoods to specify their FAR and other design criteria, subject to approval of City Council.  Where neighborhoods do not yet have a plan, this would stand alone as a first element of a plan without having to go through the entire process.  Neighborhoods could implement this in a matter of months rather than several years.  Neighborhoods would have the option of allowing garage-apartments on lots less than 7,000 square feet, down to the legal lot minimum of 5,750 square feet.
· All dwelling units would have to be street-related except for garage-apartments that could be a maximum of 8% of the area of the lot.  Otherwise, two units on “duplex” lots (7,000 square feet or more) would be side by side, with or without a common wall.  On wider lots, this would permit a common drive between the units to a garage in the rear.
· Parking requirements for properties that are occupied by more than three unrelated persons would be interpreted by the City and enforced.  The only parking in a front yard would be on a driveway leading directly to a garage.  Neighborhoods would be allowed to prohibit garages at the front of buildings, and a minimum setback of 10 feet from the front of the house is proposed.

· City Council would complete a formal review within 12 months of the two new major planning tools for their appropriateness and adequacy.  Council should immediately devote sufficient professional resources to studying single family regulations, so that within a year enough will be known to make more informed decisions.
