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Staff Report   
City of Manhattan Beach 

  
 

TO:  Honorable Mayor Tell and Members of the City Council 
 
THROUGH: Geoff Dolan, City Manager 
 
FROM: Richard Thompson, Director of Community Development 
  Eric Haaland, Associate Planner 
 
DATE: April 3, 2007 
 
SUBJECT: Consideration of an Appeal of the Planning Commission Decision of Approval of a 

Minor Exception for a Lot Merger Resulting in Nonconformities to Existing 
Structures at 3604 and 3608 The Strand 

 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
Staff recommends that the City Council CONDUCT the public hearing and UPHOLD the 
decision of the Planning Commission approving the proposed minor exception. 
 
FISCAL IMPLICATION: 
There are no fiscal implications associated with the recommended action. 
 
DISCUSSION: 
The Planning Commission, at its regular meeting of February 14, 2007, APPROVED (2-1) a 
minor exception allowing formal merger of 2.67 original Strand parcels while retaining 3 
existing apartment buildings with side yard setbacks less than the required 5 feet.  On March 7, 
2007, the City Council appealed the Planning Commission decision, and scheduled the item for a 
public hearing. 
 
A lot merger is a minor administrative process unless zoning nonconformities would result. In this 
case, increasing the size of the lot increases the required side yard setback from 3.33 feet to 5 feet. 
Side setbacks of the existing buildings are as small as 3.1 feet. The physical subject property and 
structures thereon would not change as a result of the merger, but formal approval of the lot 
combination cannot be done without addressing the resulting nonconformities. 
 
Approval of a minor exception is required to enlarge a site where an existing structure would remain 
and its zoning nonconformity would increase. Prior to 1999, when this particular minor exception 
provision was added to the code, a merger application such as this would have required full variance 
approval. The City Council felt that existing setbacks which resulted in a non-conforming condition 
as a result of a lot merger should be processed as a minor exception instead of a variance, and 
approved the change in 1999. 
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The neighbors’ response to the first minor exception notice expressed substantial concern with the 
application; therefore, the item that would normally be decided by the Community Development 
Director was scheduled for review by the Planning Commission.  
 
The most prominent objection raised by neighbors was the possibility of a future project having a 
substantially greater building width than is characteristic of typical Strand development. Currently 
there is no code restriction on the assembly of lots into larger parcels and there is no building project 
proposed. On December 6, 2005, an ordinance was presented to the City Council for the purpose of 
establishing a maximum lot size for residential properties. The City Council did not support the 
ordinance and instead formed a resident’s committee to discuss lot mergers and other issues related 
to mansionization. On February 20, 2007, the City Council directed that the recommendation made 
by the committee regarding lot mergers be scheduled for public hearing by the Planning 
Commission and forwarded to the City Council as quickly as possible. On March 28, 2007, the 
Planning Commission conducted the hearing and recommended approval of a proposed ordinance. 
The proposed ordinance is also scheduled for Council consideration on the same April 3, 2007, 
agenda as the subject item. Having both items on the same agenda will allow the City Council to 
more fully address the concern of the proposed merger affecting neighborhood character. 
 
The most notable merger project preceding this request was reviewed by the City in 2005 at 212 
The Strand. A 3-lot merger was proposed for a new single family residence, which raised 
concerns at that time, but was ultimately found to be in compliance with current codes and 
therefore approved. 
 
The Planning Commission received messages and heard testimony with concerns for the 
merger’s potential to result in an unusually large/wide development in the future, and the height 
and condition of the existing buildings on the site. One speaker supported the proposal, and 
numerous supporting written statements were also received.  
 
The Commission discussed the issues of large sites and whether it was appropriate to approve a 
lot merger while a zoning code amendment regulating them is currently being considered by the 
city. The issue of whether the nonconformity of the existing development could be considered 
minor was also discussed. One commissioner voted against the request feeling that it could not 
be considered to be minor pursuant to the applicable criteria. The two commissioners voting in 
favor of the application indicated that the minor exception was appropriate since there are no 
restrictions against mergers, and that it would only allow the existing buildings to remain in 
place. One commissioner was absent from the meeting and another did not participate in this 
item due to its close proximity to his residence.  
 
The Planning Commission made the findings required to grant a minor exception as follows: 

1. The deviation from Code is minor in nature. The nonconforming side yards would be at 
least 3.1 feet which is comparable to other minor exceptions previously approved 

2. Evidence that significant detrimental impact to surrounding neighbors is absent. The 
setback dimensions in question have existed for many years and no physical change is 
proposed. 

3. Evidence of significant practical difficulty or economic hardship which warrants 
deviation from Code standard. Demolition or alteration of the buildings to achieve 
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compliance would be very costly. 
4. Whether the application is in compliance with any current policy guidelines for Minor 

Exceptions as may be adopted by the City Council. No guidelines have been established 
at this time. 

 
The Planning Commission included one special condition with its minor exception approval 
prohibiting any additions or substantial changes to the existing buildings while the minor 
exception is in effect. Therefore, any future development must comply with current codes and 
provide the required setbacks. 
 
Neighboring property owners within 300 feet of the site were notified of the Planning Commission 
and City Council reviews of this item. The resolution, staff reports and draft minutes excerpts from 
the Planning Commission’s proceedings are attached to the accompanying March 7, 2007 City 
Council report for reference. 
 
 
ALTERNATIVES: 
The alternatives to the staff recommendation include: 
 

1. CONDUCT the public hearing and UPHOLD/REVISE the Planning Commission's 
minor exception approval. 

 
2. CONDUCT the public hearing and DENY the Planning Commission's minor exception 

approval. 
 
 
 
 
 
Attachments:  
   C.C. Report dated 3/7/07, including: 

Minor Exception approval letter 
P.C. Minutes excerpt, dated 2/14/07 
P.C. Staff Report, dated 2/14/07 
Supplemental public input  
Property survey (separate) 

 
cc: Robert Schuman, Owner 
 Cheryl Vargo, Applicant Rep. 
 
















































































