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RESPONSE TO GRAND JURY REPORT 

Report Title: Overcoming Barriers to Housing Affordability 

Report Date: April 6, 2017 Response Date: July 12, 2017 

Agenda Date: Agency Name: City of Mill Valley June 5, 2017 

Response by:  Jessica Sloan Title:  Mayor 

FINDINGS 

• I (we) agree with the findings numbered:  F6,  F7  

• I (we) disagree partial/y with the findings numbered: 

• I (we) disagree wholly with the findings numbered:  

 

Fl, F2 

 

   

   

(Attach a statement specifying any portions of the findings that are disputed; include 
an explanation of the reasons therefor.) 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Recommendations numbered  R1' R2' R3' R5' R6 have been implemented. 

(Attach a summary describing the implemented actions.) 

• Recommendations numbered  
but will be implemented in the future. 

(Attach a timeframe for the implementation.) 

 

have not yet been implemented, 

 

• Recommendations numbered require further analysis. 

(Attach an explanation and the scope and parameters of an analysis or study, and a 
timeframe for the matter to be prepared for discussion by the officer or director of the 
agency or department being investigated or reviewed, including the governing body 
of the public agency when applicable. This timeframe shall not exceed six months 
from the date of publication of the grand jury report.) 

• Recommendations numbered will not be implemented 
because they are not warranted or are not reasonable. 

(Attach an explanation.) 
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MILL VALLEY  \7  

June 5, 2017 

The Honorable Kelly V. Simmons 

Mann County Superior Court 

P.O. Box 4988 

San Rafael, CA 94913-4988 

Jay Hamilton-Roth, Foreperson 

Mann County Civil Grand Jury 

3501 Civic Center Drive, Room 275 

San Rafael, CA 94903 

Dear Judge Simmons and Mr. Hamilton-Roth, 

The City of Mill Valley has reviewed your report on "Overcoming Barriers to Housing Affordability". The 

following letter provides comments on your Findings F1-F7 and responds to your specific requests to 

Recommendations R1, R2, R3, R5 and R6 as contained in the Report: 

FINDINGS: 

Fl: Political will for the construction of new housing is constrained by County-wide vocal citizen 

opposition. 

Other than the single newspaper article referred to within the Grand Jury Report (footnote 6 on page 5 

of 31), it is unclear how this finding was formulated as the report contains no other discussion pertaining 

to this conclusion. It is fair to acknowledge the regular engagement from some groups and individuals in 

Mill Valley who regularly express their strong desire for retention of community character and 

resistance to change when addressing the issue of development and community change. It is also fair to 

acknowledge some of the concerns expressed such as the physical constraints that exist in Mill Valley 

such as limited land supply for development, significant topography resulting in more costly 

development and a circulation system that has reached capacity and is severely constrained by 

congestion. 

Since this finding refers only to housing production, and not affordable (subsidized) housing production, 

it should be noted that in Mill Valley alone, there are roughly 20 new homes under construction (16 in 

one subdivision alone) and 8 new homes approved awaiting submittal of building permits. In addition, 

there are approximately 8 new Accessory Dwelling Units (ADU's) approved and awaiting submittals for 

Building Permits. 
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F2: The costs of land and development make it too expensive to build low-income affordable housing 

in Mann. 

Although this finding is overstated, it is agreed that the price of land and development make creation of 

affordable housing extremely difficult. Certainly creating affordable housing will require subsidies from 

multiple sources including Local, State and Federal funding. 

F3: Developers routinely respond that they do not try to build housing in Mann because of the 

difficulties imposed by the local regulatory requirements and citizen complaints. 

The City of Mill Valley cannot directly comment on this finding as it focuses on developer sentiment. 

F4: Responsibility for housing in Mann is fragmented with little overall coordination among different 

agencies in the County as well as the Cities and Towns. 

Although Mill Valley cannot comment on the coordination within the County agencies, it is true that Mill 

Valley and other Cities and Towns within Mann do not directly coordinate on the provision of affordable 

housing. The Department of Housing and Community Development charges each City/Town with the 

responsibility of accommodating its own unique number of housing units based on HCD's Regional 

Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA). With regard to coordination, it should be noted that the following 

groups meet regularly (monthly or more often) to discuss issues of importance County-wide: 

• City Managers 

• Planning Directors 

)> Public Works Directors 

Mann County Council of Mayors and Councilmembers (MCCMC) 

F5: Active planning for the creation of low-income affordable housing does not occur within our 

cities, towns, and the County. 

This finding is unclear as "Active Planning" is undefined in the report's Glossary nor is it a term used 

anywhere within the Grand Jury Report. It should be noted that Mill Valley has a certified Housing 

Element which includes a Housing Capacity Analysis (Appendix A). The Housing Capacity Analysis 

identifies nearly every parcel within the City Limits and provides a maximum housing capacity for each 

parcel after applying certain filters. It should be further noted that over 300 affordable housing units 

exist within Mill Valley. Other planning approaches to encourage and create affordable housing in Mill 

Valley include: 

• Creating multi-family and mixed-use design and development standards to replace the 

previous process of each such project being a "on-off" design and approval. These 

standards create more certainty in the development review process. 

Creating an Affordable Housing Ordinance (scheduled to be adopted this summer) 

where: inclusionary requirements are required at a 25% rate for projects of 4 or more 

units; a Housing Impact Fee will be collected on new and significantly remodeled homes 

for the purpose of creating new Affordable Housing; and, an Affordable Housing Fund 

will be created specifically for creation of new, and support for existing affordable 

housing units. 
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F6: Over 60,000 people commute each day to jobs in Mann, many living outside the County. 

The City of Mill Valley does not refute this fact. 

F7: Proposals to build low-income affordable housing create immediate neighbor opposition. Efforts 

to mediate with neighborhood groups are often too late in the process and have been 

ineffective. 

Mill Valley agrees that achieving approval of an affordable housing project can be difficult given the 

potential for neighborhood opposition. We are well aware that early engagement with, and input from 

key stakeholders utilizing high quality educational pieces is key to the success of a well-integrated 

affordable housing project. As noted in the Grand Jury Report, a savvy developer will partner with the 

City early on in the project formulation and conceptual design process. This partnership is much more 

effective with community engagement and communication. Mill Valley welcomes the opportunity to 

work with any developer desiring to create affordable housing. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

R1. Each planning department should begin regularly scheduled meetings at which developers can 

speak, early in the process, with all relevant members of staff to discuss impacts of proposed 

development and potential solutions to problems. 

Response: Currently Mill Valley provides this service. 

The City of Mill Valley Planning Division holds regular public service counter hours where applicants can 

begin the conversation about site availability and research General Plan Designations, Zoning and Design 

Guideline requirements. In addition, the City offers a Conceptual Review application submittal option 

which allows an applicant to provide conceptual plans and a project description to City Staff for staff 

feedback. Similar to the Petaluma example provided in the Grand Jury Report, staff evaluates the 

concepts including discussing the proposal at the weekly internal Development Review Committee 

meetings that include Planning, Public Works, Fire and Police Departments. Following this internal 

meeting, Planning Staff will then invite the applicant to meet with this internal group to discuss Staffs 

analysis of the project and the necessary steps to gain approvals. 

R2. Each planning department should develop a proactive community outreach strategy for any 

project that might be considered potentially controversial (including going beyond legal noticing 

minimums and initiating outreach efforts as early as possible in the development cycle). 

Response: Currently Mill Valley provides this service. 

In addition to the response provided for R1, for some time, the City of Mill Valley has provided a "Study 

Session" application option which is best described as a Conceptual Development Review Application 

noticed as a public hearing and heard by the Planning Commission. This level of review is not at the 

decision-making stage, but occurs at the early stage of project evaluation and review. It allows an 

applicant to submit a conceptual level set of plans along with a project description and in return City 

Staff provides initial feedback on the concept, including input from all City Departments and a short staff 

analysis. This packet of information is provided to the Planning Commission and public notice is 

provided for the hearing. The Planning Commission is asked for feedback, issue identification and 

dialogue is encouraged between the development team and the Planning Commission. The ultimate 
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outcome of the meeting provides the applicant with sound feedback on the project's consistency with 

the City General Plan, Zoning Ordinance and other applicable development standards, and Design 

Guidelines. The Study Session level of review would best occur following the partnership and outreach 

discussion in R1 above. 

In addition, the City of Mill Valley has long encouraged applicants to hold their own neighborhood 

meetings and often has provided applicants with the public notification list which are ultimately to be 

used for public hearings. 

Finally, the City of Mill Valley regularly updates the community through its MV Connect email newsletter 

which has a circulation of over 12,000 subscribers. An email newsletter is sent twice per month 

providing information on upcoming items on the Planning Commission agenda as well as a summary of 

recent actions taken by the Planning Commission. MV Connect is also use to communicate new 

regulations, rules or other special interest items as well as provide updates on special community 

projects such as the Miller Ave. Street Improvement project. 

R3. Each planning department should use succinct "plain-speak" to convey issues in their outreach. 

Response: Currently Mill Valley achieves this recommendation. 

As noted and included in the Grand Jury's report, the City of Mill Valley utilizes a 5x8 notice card, printed 

on bright orange cardstock providing: the essential details of the proposed project; the date, time and 

location of the meeting; the actions to be considered including the CEQA action; and, the Project 

Planner's contact information (phone and email). In addition, the notice card includes all other State-

mandated public notice information regarding accessibility and contact information for special needs for 

the meeting. 

R5. Each utility district should adopt waivers for hook-up fees for low-income housing projects and 

accessory dwelling units. 

Response: Currently the City of Mill Valley achieves this recommendation. 

The City of Mill Valley does not control "hook-up fees" for any utilities except our Sanitary Sewer 

connection fee. Pursuant to the recently adopted State of California Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) 

regulations, the City of Mill Valley does not charge for new sanitary sewer connection fees for ADU's. In 

addition, should the City of Mill Valley be presented with an affordable housing development proposal, 

the City would work with the developer on which exceptions or concessions the developer and City felt 

would be most beneficial to the financial success of the project. 

It should be noted Mill Valley's Housing Element Programs 22-26 (table attached), under the Remove 

Governmental Constraints category, provide a host of methods to encourage affordable housing and 

Housing Element Program 24 specifically refers to Fee deferrals and/or waivers for proposed affordable 

housing. 

R6. Each jurisdiction should adopt procedures so that low-income housing projects are fast-tracked 

through the planning and permitting process. 

Response: The parameters of this recommendation are not clear. The term "fast-tracked" is not clear 

and the example provided in the report as a community that satisfies this recommendation comes from 
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the City of Petaluma and their policy simply states: "Below -market-rate projects are fast-tracked 

through the City of Petaluma's approval process. All processing time limits required by State law are 

adhered to". It should be noted that the City of Mill Valley satisfies all time limits required by State law. 

The majority of projects within Mill Valley are single family home projects (new and significant 

remodels) and take 6 or few months to obtain project approval with an exceptional project taking 9-

months for project approval. The City Council has an expressly stated goal of establishing affordable 

housing within Mill Valley. As such, any new project proposing affordable housing will be expedited to 

the greatest extent permitted by law while ensuring the project's consistency with all applicable public 

hearing, General Plan, Zoning and Design Guideline requirements. 

The City of Mill Valley appreciates the efforts of the Mann County Civil Grand Jury and fully supports the 

goals of increasing Housing Affordability and increase subsidized Affordable Housing within Mill Valley 

and throughout Mann. 

Sincerely, 

Jessi a Sloan 

Mayor 

City of Mill Valley 

Cc: Mill Valley City Council 

City Manager 

File 
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