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ANNUAL REPORT TO THE CITY COUNCIL 
DESIGN REVIEW COMMISSION 

 
 
TO: City Council 
FROM:  John Barstow, Chairperson - Design Review Commission 
  Prepared by:  Joe Mateer, Assistant Planner 
SUBJECT: Annual Report of the Design Review Commission 
DATE: November 30, 2006 

SUMMARY: As requested, the following is the annual report of the Design Review 
Commission (DRC). The following format corresponds to the discussion items requested in 
the City Resolution No. 201-07 dated August 16, 2000.  
 
DISCUSSION: 

1) Progress on Goals:  The attached table lists the number of Design Review applications 
that have been processed from January 11, 2006 through November 8, 2006.  The 
Design Review Commission (DRC) provided design assistance to: 28 residential 
applications, 22 commercial applications, 6 industrial applications, 5 City projects, and 
10 preliminary review applications.  They conducted a total of 22 meetings – 21 regular 
and 1 special meeting in the past year.  In addition, the Commissioners attended 2 
separate workshops to broaden their knowledge of their role. 

The goals of the DRC are established through policies in the Arcata General Plan 2020 
(GP2020) and in the Land Use and Development Guide (LUDG) Section 4-0202. These 
goals are summarized as follows: to promote the orderly and harmonious development 
of the City; to promote the stability of land values and investments; to enhance the 
desirability of residences in the City; to promote visual environments of high aesthetic 
quality; to maximize the benefits of the natural assets of the community including access 
to solar energy; to protect scenic areas; to consider Arcata’s unique architectural and 
natural setting; and to prevent excessive and unsightly grading of hillsides.  DRC has 
taken the direction of the City Council, given at study sessions in 2003/2004, and 
applied the standards of LUDG, and GP2020 policies to each project under their review. 

 The DRC’s responsibility is to consider these goals and numerous design aspects when 
reviewing projects.  It is a complex, multi-faceted and in-depth review process that is 
generally completed in less than two weeks.  It involves making site visits, and studying 
site plans, building plans, elevations, landscape plans, building colors, building 
materials, lighting, and signage.  DRC also considers neighboring uses, pedestrian, 
bicycle and traffic circulation, solar access, energy efficiency, safety, natural resources, 
and heritage resources when applicable.  Furthermore, each project is reviewed for 
compliance with other federal, state and local regulations, such as the California 
Environmental Quality Act.  After careful consideration of these issues, DRC makes 
recommendations, giving the applicant suggestions for design improvement, or requiring 
specific modifications. In all cases, DRC’s decisions are made with the careful 
consideration of the visual aesthetics of the City, the applicant’s needs, and fulfilling the 
goals outlined in LUDG and GP2020.  
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2) How Community/Citizen needs are being met:  The DRC is concerned with meeting 

the needs of the community as a whole as well as the individual needs of each 
applicant.  It should be recognized that much of the “quality of life,” for which the City is 
widely recognized, is the result of DRC’s implementation of the design considerations 
included in the LUDG and GP2020.  Building design, landscaping, and the integration of 
these components into existing and newly developing neighborhoods is the challenge 
that DRC has addressed over the years.  With the review of each project, their goal is to 
improve the project that is before them, and enhance the surrounding neighborhood. 

On an individual basis, DRC directly works with the applicant at each meeting.  DRC 
receives input and comments from the applicant and public members, considers project 
needs and constraints, and balances these constraints in relation to requested 
modifications.  DRC is careful not to create undue hardship to the applicant but instead 
strives to work with each applicant to fulfill the goals as stated in the LUDG and 
GP2020, assist the applicant in identifying project improvements, and accommodate 
specific applicant concerns and needs. 

DRC is often a target of criticism.  This is in part inherently due to the quasi-judicial and 
discretionary role DRC has in reviewing private and public projects.  Project applicants 
may find the process an additional step that adds time delays and costs to their projects.  
However, DRC often receives positive feedback from project applicants and citizens 
when they realize their input has helped to make their project better.  Positive comments 
from adjacent property owners are also made; often times Design Review is the only 
opportunity for these neighbors to comment on projects that affect their immediate 
neighborhood.  In addition, professional architects and designers often refer projects to 
DRC for preliminary review to obtain design considerations.  Individually, the DRC 
probably plays the biggest role on how Arcata looks visually.  It is often a fine line 
between meeting the interests of the applicant, immediate neighbors, and the 
community at large.   

In 2006 all the projects were approved (or are continued as of the date of this report).  
None of the Commission’s actions was appealed.  DRC did receive two written requests 
to withdraw projects – 1) Demolition of the Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter Day 
Saints (applicants chose to withdraw the current proposal in order to re-apply with 
additional information to support the demolition); 2) Exterior modifications to Long’s 
Drug Store (applicants chose to re-design the project to eliminate Design Review).     

DRC awarded 2006 Design Awards for projects that exemplify the design goals of the 
City of Arcata.  DRC understands it is important publicly to recognize property owners, 
design specialists and contractors for their roles in creating a livable and vibrant 
community.  Many of the local newspapers ran Design Award articles based on the 
public service announcement.  

In some cases, DRC has felt pressure to take action on projects based on financial 
pressures (tax incentives deadlines, grant funding cycles, etc.) which has potentially 
compromised further review and design considerations.    
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3) How the responsibilities of the Commission are being fulfilled:  DRC’s membership 
is informed, creative, and committed, and brings specific interests and knowledge to 
each project.  After several meetings with a Commissioner vacancy, the Council 
appointed one new Commissioner at the beginning of the year.  The Commission’s 
current membership has a balance of experience and interests: one long-standing 
member has an interest in historical preservation, another long-standing member has 
vast experience as a landscape supervisor at a large public institution, one is a retired 
landscape architect with an interest in community design and historic preservation.  One 
newly appointed member, a long-time resident of Arcata also has an interest in 
community design and historic preservation.  The most recent appointment is a former 
Arcata Energy Committee member with experience in solar siting and project design.  Of 
the standing members, each member provides valuable input in their area of interest, as 
well as thoughtful input in the general design, efficiency, and safety features of each 
project. 

As with last year’s annual report, DRC is still concerned about how the role Design 
Review is being defined (or not) in the DLUC.  The term Design Review Authority is 
used throughout the document without any clear indication of who or what that body is 
(discretionary or advisory, for example).  In addition, DRC is interested in their role as 
the de facto Historical Landmarks Commission.  As such, DRC requests a Special Study 
Session with the Council to discuss issues regarding demolitions, heritage resources, 
any specific complaints regarding the Design Review process, training for environmental 
compliance, and the role DRC has in review of the Draft Land Use Code.  

Several Commissioners have attended workshops to expand their expertise and 
understanding of the quasi-judicial role they have.  The following is a list of workshops 
attended by the Commissioners:  Secretary of Interior Standards and Guidelines for the 
Treatment of Historic Properties; and ethics training pursuant to AB 1234.  The 
Commission recommends the City pursue annual training opportunities including 
California Environmental Quality Act environmental review processes. 

4) The effectiveness of the policies and procedures:  At this time the internal 
procedures are operating effectively and efficiently, however DRC is always evaluating 
the process and looking at ways to increase efficiency and transparency.  DRC typically 
meets twice a month on the second and fourth Wednesday for regular meetings.  City 
staff receives applications a minimum of 12 calendar days prior to the DRC meeting.  
The applications are reviewed for completeness and conformance with the LUDG and 
GP2020.  Between 3-5 days prior to the meeting the agendas and packets are sent to 
the Commissioners, applicants and agents.   During the meeting, DRC receives input 
from the applicant and other community members.  Some meetings have had up to nine 
items requiring review; and some have lasted more than 4 hours.   In response to length 
of the meetings and the types of projects submitted, DRC instituted a Consent Agenda 
to assist in expediting reviews for simple and direct project issues.  In addition, to 
expedite review, DRC established a sub-committee to review landscaping proposals for 
bulb-outs located in the public right-of-way. 

Projects are occasionally continued at the request of the applicant or DRC to allow 
revisions that reflect the standards of LUDG and GP2020.  Project approval is effective 
after a 10 working day appeal period.  Staff then prepares the Minutes and Action 
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Notices, which clearly state the conditions of approval and other relevant information.  
This process typically has a rapid turnaround time and is repeated every two weeks.   

DRC strives to ensure compliance with the standards and policies of adopted 
regulations and to meet the goals of the community, while realizing that all actions taken 
are appealable to the Council.  However, DRC recognizes the challenges of the 
community and staff in applying the policies of two General Plans (1985 General Plan 
for Coastal Zone areas; and GP2020 for inland areas) and a zoning ordinance that does 
not necessarily reflect these policies. 

The GP2020 expanded the role of DRC by requiring review of all structures proposed 
for demolition.  As such, staff developed handouts to assist applicants with application 
material when they propose to demolish a structure. 

DRC looks forward to the completion of the DLUC and the Coastal Commissions 
adoption of the new zoning ordinance and GP2020.   After adoption of these 
documents, DRC will revisit the Design Manual to assist the community members in 
design considerations for development in Arcata.   

5)  Recommendations:  The DRC has the following recommendations:  

1. Study session with the Council. 

2. Complete the review of the Draft Land Use Code. 

3. After adoption of the Draft Land Use Code, complete the Design Manual. 

4. Recommend clarifications from the Council on Neighborhood Conservation Areas 
and heritage (historic) resource preservation. 

5. Support the establishment of the Historic Landmarks Commission, and assist in 
the creation of guidelines for historic review. 

6. To Continue and to expand training opportunities. 

7. Clarify the regulatory and procedural relationships with other existing and future 
advisory bodies and the Council. 

8. Encourage ways to expedite review of all projects including streamlining the 
entire review process. 

9. Continue to acknowledge exemplary projects through the Design Award program. 

10. Request the Historical Sites Society of Arcata update their list of heritage 
resources. 

11.  Create a Noteworthy Structures List and a Noteworthy Landscape Features List. 

12.  Encourage City projects to utilize Preliminary Design Review to obtain design 
considerations before they are formalized. 

 
 


