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ACTICE BETTER SITE VISITS




Site Visits: Purpose, Planning, and Practice

By Stuart Meck, raice

When a developer or property owner submits a proposal for a new development to 3

government, it is standard practice for professional planners to conduct a site visit.

A site visit's purpose is to obtain current, first-
hand knowledge of the site and surrgunding
properties for eventual incorporation into a
staff report. The report includes a recommen-
dation {see “Formaiting and Writing the Stafl
Report,” November 2004). The conditions
affecting each development are unigue, and
professional planners must account for them
in determining whether planning policies and
approval standards and criteria are satisfied.
fven if a planner made previcus visits o a
site, changed conditions and the dimming of
memory make a new visit for a new proposal
an imperative,

This issue of Zoning Practice addresses
how to conduct these visits. The first section
discusses measuring tools, technology, cloth-
ing, and other appropriate and necessary
accessaries to take to the site, The second
section contains descriptions and a rationale
for recording various site characteristics,
including land uses on the site and in the sur-
rounding area, topography and vegetation,
building condition, views, verification of visi-
bie infrastructure, and more.

PURPOSE AND PREPARATION
Site visits have at least three purposes:

# Verifying conditions on the site and the
accuracy of information submitted as part
of the required application package, such
as that for a rezoning, variance, conditional
use, of subdivision;

& Describing the surrounding area, especially
the potential for land-use conflicts; and

& ldentifying or investigating speciai site or

area conditions, especially those that could

metit more detailed analyses or present
opporiunities to carry out pelicies or pro-
posals in focal plans.

To prepare for the site visit, the plan-
ner should have base maps of an appropri-
ate scale on which to take notes on the site
and surrounding area. The maps should be
on & ciipboard wistmitlar i surface; The
scate of the base map will depend on the
extent of the proposal, but one inch=100
feet is a workable scale on which to write.
in addition, the planner should have
excerpts from local utility maps showing
water and sewer lines in the area and 2
recent aerial photo to help identify natural
and manmade Features not easily visible
from property boundaries,

Because it is sometimes necessary to
establish or verify distances, the planner
should have a long, nonmetatlic tape measure
on a reel. Measuring devices that frack dis-
tance using a small wheel on the end of a
metal pole are helpful. Both are available

from suppliers of surveying eguipment. A
handheld compass will aiso be useful.

Keep in mind, site visits cail for durable
clothing designed to pravent notential dam-
age from vegetation snags and other assaults
by Mother Nature. Boots are also recom-
mended if the terrain Is difficult or wet, and a
hard hat is absolutely necessary if construc-
tion is underway. A tape recorder is valuable
for dictating field notes, Finally, angry dogs
are an occasional hazard, so planners should
carry an animal repelient as a precaution.

When making several site visits in one
day in a large county or city, planners should
map the locations first, proceeding in a clock-
wise route to prevent backtracking. Schedule
site visits when traffic is lightest and carry
identification from the local government in
case property owners question the purpose of
the visit.

B Site visits are m part designed to prevent land-use conflicts such as this one, where the face |

of an apartment buflding looks onto the back of a strip mall.

ZONINGPRACTICE 2.05
AMERICAN PLANNING ASSOCIATION | page 2



ASK TH E A HOR SD.IN us ONLENE.I

from April 18 to 29, go online to participate in our “Ask the Author” forum, an interactive fea-
ture of Zoning Practice. Stuart Meck, eaice, will be available fo answer your questions about
this article. Go to the APA websile at www.planning.org and fallow the links fo the Ask the

About the Author
Stuart Meck, raice, is a senjor research feliow
in APA’s research department.

Author section. From there, Just submit your questions about the article using an e-mail link.
The author will reply, posting the answers cumulatively on the website for the benefit of ali
subscribers. This feature will be availoble for selected issues of Zoning Practice af announced
times. After each online discussion is closed, the answers will be saved in an online archive
avallable through the APA Zoning Practice web pages.

In determining the boundaries of the site
visit, planners should consider the conditions
surrounding the site in the area required for
public notice, which sometimes are propetties

next section includes general itesns for plan-
ners to record during a site visit.

Existing land uses on the site and in the
surrounding area. The Amer;can Planning

sions allow users to have precise control over
land-use classifications.

The planner should map land uses using
symbols such as “1-F" for single-family resi-

Site visits requxre more than knowledge of site characteristics, such as topography or surrounding buildings: the sites in these pictures could
reqmre prepafatlon fo; encounters with rugged terrain, mclemem weathef unruly neighbors, and even rats or dogs,

immediately adjoining and confronting the
site. Some commumnities require that for vari-
ance, conditional use, subdivision approval,
and other special land-use permit applica-
tions, notification must be by mail to all
parcels within 100 to 506 feet of the outer
boundary of the site or a certain number of
parcels nearest {0 the land subject to the
application, whichever is the greatest number
of parcels. For facilities serving part of
region, such as shopping centers, a larger
analysis area is sometimes necessary to
achieve g big-picture context.

WHAT 70 RECORD

Local development regulations typically iden-

tify a number of factors to address during the

development review process, which the plan-

ner should determine before the site visit. The

Association’s Land-Based Classification
Standards, found on the APA website at
www.planning.org./lbes/, is a classification
system that uniformly portrays land uses (see
sidebar on page s}. This system updates the
Standard Land-Use Coding Manual, published
jointly in 1965 by the Federal Bureau of Pubilic
Reads and the Urban Renewal Administration,
which, for many vears, provided the standard
agpproach for characterizing land uses,

LBCS provides & consistent model for
classifying land uses based on certain charac-
teristics. The model extends the notion of
classifying land uses by refining traditional
use categories into rmidtiple dimensions, such
functions, building types, site
and ownership con-

as aciivities,
development characier,
straints. bach dimension has a set of cate-

gories and subealegories. Mulliple dimen-

dences, “2-F for duplexes, “C” for commercial
or retail uses, “I” for industrial uses, “inst.” for
institutiona! uses, and so forth, Fieid notes can
provide detsiled information about individual
uses for incorporation into the written report.
Digital photographs of the site are useful in the
report or in a PowerPoint presentation to the
reviewing body. Take the photos from several
vantage points: facing into the site from the
north, south, east, and west of the property.
Topography and vegetation. Topography,
vegetation, and other natura features are sub-
sets of site development character, They are
important in terms of the value for preserva-
tion and reinforcement versus alteration or
removal, The planner should walk the sita,
and using a contour map, assess the charac-
ter of its natural features as part of the site
notes. The planner should consult floodplain
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@ it takes knowledge, experience, and good development policy to envision and plan for the best fFuture land use for a site, Top left; bottom right:
Will future development of these urban lots work weli with surrounding properties? Top right; bottom left: When finished, this mixed-use resi-
dential development in Chicage will include ground-floor retail, an essential development characteristic of this prosperous neighbarhood com-

mercial district,

maps to determine whether there is a fiood-
piain on the site. The level of detail does not
need to be the same as if the planner were
developing a site plan for the project, but
must be sufficient enough to relate its charac-
ter to a lay audience. The planner shouid also
describe the general siope of the site, as well
as any special features such as ridge lines,
areas of steep slopes, permanent bodies of
standing or moving water, drainage patterns
(e.g., “the site drains to the northwest™}, or
wetlands. Include a generat description of
vegetation as well {e.g., the site is “heavily
wocded” or “the site is presently used for
corn production™). [t is impertant to also note
significant stands of trees (type and size} if
the applicant has nof already done so. The
site investigation might also document
instances of problems on the site or adjoining
it, such as standing water that couid indicate
drainage problems. Sometimes, sites will con-
tain natural boundaries that have the poten-
tial te serve as buffers between properties,

including a row of tall trees, or terrain tha, if
left in its natural state, would serve to divide
the site info different use areas.

Age, condition, and character of build-
ings; presence of historic buildings. The site
notes should describe the type and character

@ Planners must note the presence natural features when conducting site visits. The suburban
homes in this photograph are on higher terrain, stapping short of substantial wetlands in
the foreground.
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of the bultdings on the site and its vicinity.
For exampie, the planner could note that the
area o the north consists of “one-story, sin-
gle-family homes, 10 1o 20 years old, and in
moderate repair” and describe the arez to
the south as “new, three-story professional
office bulidings in good condition.” The archi-
tectural character of buildings may be an
issue if the staff report concemns an applica-
tion for historic preservation or design
review, or if there are nearby buildings that
either have local historic significance or are
on the National Register of Historic Places.
Architectural character deals with issues of
style for construction, roof form, fenestration,
building height, building armamentation {e.g.,
comices), and entryway placement. Buildings
may also have significance because they fig-
ured in prominently in local history. In these
cases, the planner may need to consult his-
toric building inventories or request assis-
tance from the state historic preservation
office if architectural expertise is not avail-
able on the planning staff or within the local
government.

The location of buildings on the site can
be an important issue for variances. For exam-
ple, the applicant may wish to add a room onto
a building that potentially projects into &
required front, side, or rear yard. in such cases,
the precise distance between the buiiding and
the setback line becomes critical (e.g., the dif-
ference between a building that is exactlyon a
side yard sethack line or one that projecis 0.5
feet intc the setback area). Therefore, it is desir
able to ask the applicant to have & surveyor piot
distances from lot lines to setback lines, and
from setback lines to proposed building loca-
tions, 1o determine whether the variance is nec-
essary or, alternately, whether the building
design could be modified to eliminate the need
fer the variance.

Views. When a site offers significant
views (overtooking a city or lake), it is possi-
ble for the applicant to request a change that
coutd potentially impair those views, if the
local government has some discretion in the
height and placement of buildings on the site
{as in a planned unit development), it is
apprapriate to document views in the site
anatysis. Officials may recommend that the
building design or footprint be altered to pro-
tect the views. H is worthwhile to note that
modern geographic information systems (GIS)
also aliow the depiction of viewsheds, using
buiit-in GIS functions.
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Verification of visible infrastructure.
These public facilities include fire hydrants,
lighting, elements of street character {type,
lanes, and existence of curbs, gutters, and
sidewalks), traffic signals, and other visible
infrastructure. Much of this informaticn is
available from municipal public works and
utility departments. Nonetheless, the site
notes should describe the nature of public
facilities in the area, particidarly in the imme-
diate vicinity of the site. For example, if the
development permit application is for 2 sub-
division it is important to know whether side-
walks abut the site and whether to continue
them through the new plat.

facing the site in order to determine and
evaluate lacations for new driveways.

Gther factors, These could include iden-
tification of the location, generator, schedule,
ana intensiy of significant odors, smoke, or
other airborne poliution, or the presence of
noise, from traffic or fixed sources.

Planners should transcribe site visit
notes quickly to include them in the staff
report but still allow enough time to return
to the site before completing the report
should other issues surface. Site notes can
also be an overlay in a GIS. Site visits at dif-

@ Before redevelopment of the former “Deep End-Tavern and Grill” site, a site visit will
-identify existing infrastructure, including a parking lot and driveway (undert the snow),
aboveground and belowground utilities, and, of course, the sign.

Circulation issues and parking. Circula-
tion refers to patterns of vehicular or pedes-
trian traffic in the neighborhood, The site
notes should identify nearby land uses that
serve as significant destinations or origins of
vehicular traffic, If a nedestrian movement
pattern is considered valuable and the local
gzovernment’s planning policies call for its
preservation and enhancement, the site
notes should indicate ways to improve or
optimize the existing pattern. in addition,
the site notes should identify the location of
public transit routes or stops at or near the
site. in some cases, particularly in dense
urban neighborhoods, the notes should dis-
cuss the nature and degree of onsite park-
ing. Finally, the planner should identify the
locations of driveways on properties near or

ferent times of the day are recommended to
assess time-sensitive conditions such as
traffic or pedestrian flow. Planners may also
need to take traffic counts in order to con-
duct traffic impact analyses that rely on a
description of existing traffic movements
and volumes at peak periods.

A site visit is a form of “ground truth”
that adds credibility to a planner’s advice, A
thorough site visit can add to a planner’s
effectiveness, and enhance the decision
making of the planning and governing bod-
ies that a planner advises. The techniques
for site visis are not complex, but still
require careful preparation and documenta-

tion so the staff recommendation on a devel-

opment proposal is a solid and weli-
informed one.

%NEWS BRIEFS

PAPER SUBDIVISIONS: GROWTH MANAGEMENT
FOR PROFIT

By Sarah K. Wiebenson

Commissioners in Charlette County, Forida,
recently adopted changes to a 2001 transfer of

_development rights (TDR) ordinance that makes it

more responsive to locat develepers’ concerns and
more profitable for property owners located out-
side the county’s designated urban service areas.

The 2001 ordinance sought to “sever” the
development rights and associated residential
densities from land with environmental, histori-
cal, or archaeological significance, while trans-
ferring these rights 1o receiving zones within the
urban service areas, Development rights could
also be obtained in exchange for payment into
the county’s land acquisition trust fund.

Developers in Charlotie County complained
that the TDR ordinance was burdensome and that
it was enacted with little public input. In
response, (ounty commissioners drafted new lan-
guage to allow additional landowners to transfer
development rights at & rate of ane unit per ten
acres of agricultural property or one unit per one-
quarter-acre pre-platted residential lot. As
reported in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune, this sig-
nals a boon to property owners in the county, giv-
ing rise {o the phenomenon of “paper subdivi-
$ions.” Says one member of the county’s
agriculiure and natural resources advisory com-
mittee, “It's like harvesting the density rights off
his property. He sees it as a crop.”

Florida has historically been home to spec-
ulative “ghost subdivisions,” which, if devel-
oped, could pose significant growth manage-
ment challenges in the areas most affected by
this practice. Charloite County is a state leader,
with 174,000 one-guarter-acre platted residen-
tial lots, most of which remain undeveloped.

The new Charlotte County TOR language
addresses this abundance of growth potential
while co-modifying the prohibition against
development, thus satisfying the concerns of
developers and mollifying additional landown-
ers outside the urban service areas. A member
of the Charlotte County comprehensive plan-
ning division admits that their originsl goal to
use the TDR provisions {o cap and reduce
future growth has been reduced 1o merely cap-
ping development potential. However, the
2001 provisicns were adopted in the eleventh
hour and may have contained more restric-
tions than necessary.
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This change may indicate a growing
movement to make growth management provi-
sions enacted in recent years more amenable
10 market forces. In a recent Oregon ballot ini-
tiative, residents voted to force local govemn-
ments o choose between walving develop-
ment restrictions that negatively affect tand
values or reimbursing property owners for lost
value. Property rights advocates in other
states, including Washington, alsc indicate
interest in pursuing such measures,

A copy of the Charlotte County, Florida,
transfer of development rights ordinance is
avaiiable to Zoning Practice subscribers by
contacting Michael Davidson, editor, Zoning
Practice, at American Planning Association,
122 South Michigan Avenue, Suite 1600,
Chicago, Hh, 60603, or by sending an e-mail to
mdavidson@planning.org.

Sarah K. Wiebenson is a researcher with the
American Planning Association

PARKING ACCOMMODATIONS FOR SUVS
By josh Edwards
According to the National Parking Association,
the average size of light trucks and sport utility
vehicles is steadily rising. Americans are buying
more new S{Vs and heavy-duty pickups than
passenger cars, the size of which remains rela-
tively constant. Alse, sale of larger SUV models is
outpacing those of “small” SUVs. This means
that not only are SUVs purchased in greater num-
pers today than in the past, but Americans are
now choosing the bigges! of the big vehicles,
The prevalence and size of SUVs has
serious planning implications, particularly
concerning their effects on public facilities,
SUVs and other oversized vehicles are often
too large o fit conveniently and comfortably
into the built environment around them,
Because of this, communities have started to
examine their effects on parking facilities.
Though SUVs were traditionally designed
10 navigate through mountainous terrain, such
movement is difficult (if not impossible) in
concrete suburban parking garages. For exam-
ple, the ceiling of a municipal garage in
Wainut Creek, California, constructed in the
early 19905, was oo low to allow late-model,
bigger SUVs to reach the upper floors. After
noticing a growing number of incidents where
oversized vehicles would strike ceiling beams
and support celumns, city officials designated
two rows of spaces on the ground floor specif-
ically for oversized vehicles. Today, the
garage’s SUV parking area accounts for
approximately 20 of the 540 total garage

spaces. This section is restricted to vehicles
of at least six feet, five inches In helght,
which are generally SUVs or full-size vans.
Shorter vehicles parking in these spaces are
ticketed just as large vehicles would be in
compact spaces. Meter readers camry six-foot,
five-inch measuring sticks to assist them.

Rinta Perkins, assistant engineer for
Walnut Creek, says public feedback is mostly
positive, but there are still too few parking
spaces for SUVs. The garage is located in a
busy area and SUV-only parking fills quickly,
Once the section for SUVs is fully occupied,
other SUVs cannot park in the garage. Many
residents would like the city to add more
SilV-only parking, says Perkins,

The width and length of many light trucks
makes parking in standard-size spaces difficult.
Vehicle height does not provide as great of diffi-
culty. Standard parking spaces are wpisaily
seven feet, six inches wide and 15 feet long.
Large SUVs and other light trucks are often
larger. For example, the Lincoln Navigator is 17
feet, two inches and the Ford Excursion is 18
feet, nine inches tong. The width of many light
trucks is roughly six feet, six inches.

Palo Alto, California, passed a law in
1999 limiting vehicle dimension in public
parking lots to a maximum width of six feet
and a tength of 15 feet. The law also penal
izes drivers who fail to park between parking
space lines. Any vehicle {large or small} tak-
ing up two spaces or parking over the painted
lines is ticketed, Palo Alto traffic sergeant
Steve Herrera says the law is successful. He
says tickets are issued on a case-hy-case
basis, often as a result of telephone com-
plaints that an SUV is parked in a2 compact
space. Though some may feel the law unfairly
targets SUV owners, Herrera says, the intent
is to thwart “lazy” parkers and to maximize
the efficiency of ¢ity parking lots.

Walnut Creek and Palo Alto address SUV
size issues through measures that both accom-
modate and restrict. Though these California
communities found reasonably agreeable solu-
tions, should planners nationwide consider
SUV-only parking? Perhaps this would relieve
drivers in passenger cars from the stresses of
navigating around large SUVs in tight parking
areas. Also, would planning accommodations
such as those in the California examples actu-
ally encourage the sale of energy-consuming
SLiVs? Rather than reactionary police enforce-
mernt measures, planners should instead recon-
sider the dimensions cited in local parking
standards as a potential solution. Enlarging

parking spaces by one foot in both length and
width would accommodate large vehicles more
easily, but it would atso call for more pavement
to accommodate the same number of vehicles.
For private interests, such as shopping center
tenants, one solution 15 to limit SUV-only park-
ing to a portion of a lot, or allow it in specified
districis. Larger spaces would result in an
increased cost per space for the development of
new parking lots, Likewise, existing iots that are
re-striped for larger vehicles would yield fewer
customers from fewer parking spaces.

The popularity of SUVs and heavy-duty
pickups will likely continue, despite economic
and envircnmental concerns coming from a
variety of envirenmental and planning organi-
zations, scientific institutions, and polifical
constituencies. As consumer purchases of
SUVs climb to new heights, it stands to reason
that demand for SUV-only parking could follow
suit. Barring a reversal in American automo-
bite tastes, planners and elected officials
across the country will undoubtedly be forced
o ask the questions posed here.
fosh Edwards is a researcher with the
American Planning Association

Cover photo: Former agricubtural {and poised for
devefopment in Lake County, tllinais, a rapidly

growing seburban county north of Chicago. New
subdivisions in the distance.
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