
Village visionary: 
Developer Randy Wheeler
wants to build a new town in
Orcutt Hills a huge
undertaking but building
large developments is not
new to him. He is currently
a developer for Rice Ranch,
an Orcutt development that
includes a mix of housing,
several parks, trails, and
five distinct residential
neighborhoods.
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Smart growth or more sprawl? 
Proposal to build a new town south of Orcutt sparks discussion about how we want to
grow
BY JEANINE STEWART

Date: 07/05/2007

Building an entire town from the ground up is like the large-scale version of
throwing an elaborate gourmet dinner party. The person in charge has to make
sure there will be water, places to discard waste, and that everything is ready
at the same time, from the basics to the decor. And it's risky. Until you've
invested a ton of time and money to make it happen, it's hard to know whether
people are going to show up (or move in).

By presenting their plans to planning commissioners on June 12, North Hills
developers took their first leap of faith toward building a new town on a 4,000-
acre tract of land south of Orcutt. Call it wacky, call it impractical, call it
innovative. No one is arguing about whether it's big. With 7,500 homes and 40
acres of commercial space, North Hills is the biggest development proposal
that the county has ever received. The plan would also include walkways to
connect five or six high-density village centers, schools, and medical facilities.

The plan hit a serious roadblock the equivalent of having all your party
invitations returned unopened in bulk when planning commissioners voted 4-1
to recommend that the county not even study the project. Official discussions
with the county are now postponed indefinitely.

But the project's ability to make it this far is significant. As the first concept to
test out the county's rural villages idea, North Hills has started a public
conversation about whether master plan communities can solve the county's
most critical issues.

The idea of a new town intrigued county planning commissioners, as it has
intrigued planners all over the state in recent decades. All parties involved

noted the development's ability to address a critical need in Santa Barbara County affordable housing. In the
county's 2006 Strategic Scan, a document that helps set county policy, the concept of rural villages was
identified as the best option for addressing several key issues that the county is facing, including housing for all,
financial stability, an efficient transportation system, and the preservation of the agricultural land and open
space. While proponents of North Hills see the new town as a way to achieve these goals, opponents of the
project worry that in reality, the development would accomplish just the opposite.

"Starting from scratch, you're not having to make compromises. It's just a lot easier when the paper is blank,"
said Planning Commissioner Daniel Blough in support of the project.

Nonetheless, like the majority of his fellow commissioners, Blough voted against studying the proposal because
of North Hills' location on an active oilfield.

The difficulty of identifying a suitable location may spell doom not only
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Open space: 
These hills, with their ancient
oaks, would be home to 7,500
units if the North Hills project is
built, but 70 percent of 4,000-acre
site would be left as open space.
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Hoping for staying power: 
Oil operations on one quarter of
the Orcutt oilfields are still going
strong, and the company plans to
drill additional oil wells in the
future, but their operations could
be compromised if the North Hills
development goes in.

PHOTO BY JEANINE STEWART

for the North Hills project but also any other project that needs a large
tract of land and land that works for high-density housing two main
components of master plan communities.

On the day of its meeting, the Planning Commission received a letter
from an oil company operating on the site advising the commission that
the North Hills development would put its business in jeopardy.

But the oilfields were not the only location issue. Commissioner Cecilia
Brown said that the development's designation outside the urban limit
line would only end up encouraging more sprawl.

 

Yet building from scratch is one of the key aspects of master plan
communities, said Peter Calthorpe, North Hills project planner. Calthorpe

is the author of "Sustainable Communities" and "The Next American Metropolis: Ecology, Community and the
American Dream," and is a well-known advocate for master plan communities. He said that by building
everything at once, it's easier to see how all the pieces fit together.

"Master plan communities are the architecture and the armature of the way we need to grow," Calthorpe said
during his presentation to the Planning Commission.

At the June Planning Commission meeting, Calthorpe gave a presentation on his green vision for the
development that would allow water, sewer, and energy to work together a holistic system that would be the first
of its kind in the United States, according to the project planner. There would be a water retention and recycling
facility, which would clean and reuse water, and energy-rich waste would be used to power homes and
businesses.

North Hills developer Randy Wheeler said he wants to build this town because this county needs it.

"Our main goal is to try to provide housing for everyone. This is not a high-end housing development," said
Wheeler, who is also the developer of Rice Ranch in Orcutt. "Our goal is to have the average price meet the
median price, everything from the affordable all the way up to executive."

Wheeler has 30 years of experience in development while his partner, Anthony Trella, has completed 15 master
plan communities and 20 diverse development projects.

The final developer behind the project is Jackson Washburn, president of BreitBurn Land Company, a wholly
owned subsidiary of BreitBurn Energy, which owns the Orcutt oilfields. The land company specializes in
planning, entitling, developing, and selling portions of the land that is not required for oil operations.

Do housing and oil mix?
The North Hills project would provide 1,500 low to very low-income homes, which would help the county meet
its obligation to build more affordable housing. Each year the county fails to meet state guidelines on how much
housing it should approve. The state's Regional Housing Needs Assessment guidelines require Santa Barbara
County to approve about 6,000 housing units in unincorporated areas between 2001 and 2008. According to a
recently released grand jury report, the county has only approved 2,535 of those units so far.

Jerry Bunin, government affairs director for the Home Builders
Association of the Central Coast, said that developers often have trouble
building affordable housing since they can lose money on such
developments as they wait for the permits to process while paying
interest on the loans. Affordable housing is usually high density, and
high-density projects can take longer to move through the permitting
process because of community opposition.

Bunin believes the North Hills development's size could alleviate a lot of
the affordable housing burden. Also, as of yet, North Hills has no
neighbors outside of the oil rigs that dot the site's rolling hills, and might
avoid community opposition.

Affordable housing questions bring to light the lack of developable land
in Santa Barbara County. Forty-six percent of the county's land is owned
by the federal government, either in Vandenberg Air Force Base or Los
Padres National Forest, according to the Santa Barbara County Grand
Jury.

At first North Hills developers considered trying to build where the city of Betteravia once sat, but that land is
designated as prime agriculture, as is a lot of county land. Environmental regulations attached to other pieces of
land only add to the complication.
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Village concept: 
The North Hills' village concept
would include five or six villages of
residential and commercial
development, connected via trails
and walkways. It's a concept the
county has identified as a possible
solution to critical issues such as
affordable housing.
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"You've got endangered species and creeks and rivers and reservoirs it's amazing that you can find any
sizeable land that can address the housing needs of the county," North Hills developer Trella said.

After a year spent researching other possible sites, the developers identified Orcutt Hills as the best site in the
county for a master plan community. But initiating a study of the project could have threatened oil operations on
a 1,000-acre portion of the site called the Careaga Tract, just as those operations are increasing.

Daily production from Careaga in the next two to three years will be greater than at any time since production
first began about 100 years ago, said David Pratt, executive manager for Santa Maria Pacific LLC, in his letter
to the commission.

"We simply want our pre-existing rights on Careaga to be taken into account," Pratt said in an interview.

Santa Maria Pacific's leases on the Careaga Tract allow it to operate the existing oil field and drill additional
wells, according to the company. The Planning Commission was convinced not to recommend the North Hills
project for study largely because of the complications that might arise because of the rights of Santa Maria
Pacific.

Many commissioners also shared frustration that the Strategic Scan that identified rural villages as a solution to
growth didn't spell out where those rural villages could be built.

Prosperity, livability, sustainability
The North Hills design also includes diverse housing options, which proponents argue would attract needed
business to the county. According to the 2007 UCSB Economic Outlook, economic growth in the North County
depends upon the ability to expand agriculture, tradable goods production, and tradable services. The outlook
said that because the first two options are not realistic, the county should encourage the expansion of tradable
services such as high tech businesses that can work here but sell their product globally by working to attract
small entrepreneurs to the county.

But that means first providing attractive places for them to set up shop,
said Bunin of the Home Builders Association.

"People are going to build in places where there is a clientele for them.
So you would find it attractive if you were a retailer to have a community
of 7,500 homes and to be the first ones in," Bunin said.

The attractiveness to businesses does not end there, said developer
Wheeler. The development concept is to provide diverse housing
options to allow for economic growth, since everyone working for a new
business from low to high income would be able to live near their job, he
said.

"There is no great county that isn't diverse," agreed Calthorpe. "We need
to accommodate for different ages and groups and income levels on a
human scale."

To Calthorpe, a human scale means that instead of being built for cars,
the community would be built for pedestrians. Theaters, restaurants, and
grocery stores would be situated near residents, and the entire town

could be traversed by foot.

"People take expensive vacations so that they can go to places that are walkable," Calthorpe said.

Calthorpe has designed 30 new communities, including a transit village in Richmond, Calif. He's witnessed his
master plan communities in action, and they work, he said. In a development called Daybreak that Calthorpe
planned in Salt Lake City, Utah, the design of the streets lent itself to the safe use of public space, he said.
Recently he observed kids in groups of four heading up the trails at dusk and into the park to play.

"There were no busy thoroughfares. Kids had some autonomy in this community that seemed to me tragically
unusual," Calthorpe said.

But a lot needs to happen in order to make sure that new towns actually are walkable, said William Siembieda,
head of Cal Poly's Department of City and Regional Planning.

"The question people should ask is, is there going to be employment here, places where people can work?"
Siembieda said.

Siembieda said that some master plan communities fail because they don't attract businesses that provide
enough jobs for the people who work there.

That's where health care facilities come in, said Trella, since they provide important services and high-salaried
positions to the community. Maximizing health care facilities was also one of the goals identified in the county's
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Strategic Scan.

Yet former Planning Commissioner Doreen Farr said that when she served on the Planning Commission from
1999 to 2002, transit and land preservation concerns would have stopped a plan like North Hills dead in its
tracks before even reaching the commission. The county worried then and Farr still worries that development
outside of urban limit lines would only lead to more sprawl and less smart transit choices, as more people
commuted from the outlying areas into town.

Farr said that instead of building new towns, the county should focus on developing and improving existing
towns.

"We need to be looking at not only better transit options but more transit options," Farr said. 

Open space preserved or spoiled?
Whether Orcutt Hills is the best place for a planned community or not, there's still the question of whether
creating new towns would help or hurt the preservation of prime agricultural land. Agricultural Commissioner Bill
Gillette said that he is not so sure that developing outside the city works to the advantage of agricultural land
preservation.

"You're potentially encouraging expansion into other agricultural lands," Gillette said. It is common to see infill
development occur when a development is built outside of the urban limit line, Gillette said, and the land right at
Santa Maria's edges is prime agricultural land.

"That's the dilemma that you run into. Do you put [development] on the good soils close to town, or do you put it
on the lands that are less valuable from an agricultural standpoint and then risk further expansion into
agricultural areas in the future?" Gillette asked.

Once infrastructure is built on or near agricultural land or open space, as it likely would be if North Hills were
built, this land also starts to be seen as prime development land, Gillette said.

Currently, a buffer that is included in Orcutt's community plan protects the area between the oilfields and Orcutt,
but the pressures to amend that plan could arise if the land became suitable for development. Such measures
as building a water pipeline from Santa Maria to North Hills could result in that growth, Farr said.

But speaking from experience, Calthorpe said that communities with strong commitments to their general plans,
like Orcutt, can deter growth from occurring. Trella also said that by developing on land that is not prime
agricultural land, they would allow that land to stay development-free.

And while the developers stress that much of the land would be designated as open space, the idea of
development still raises red flags for Planning Commission Chair Michael Cooney, who referred to the
development as "urbanizing" the rural area. Cooney expressed concerns that the town center would be visible
from Highway 101, and as a result, might attract more traffic to the area.

Yet many Orcutt residents, who tend to be concerned about traffic, expressed support for the project at the
Planning Commission meeting. The developers said that they had held roughly 50 public meetings, and have
numerous interested stakeholders throughout the county.

How one gets started
A lot of work would have to be done before contractors could ever start laying the pipes, running the electrical
wire, and pouring the concrete to form North Hills' foundation. Perhaps the most obvious and difficult logistical
need is water. The developers plan to access water from the city of Santa Maria.

Brad Hagemann, the city's utilities engineer, said the city has entered into an informal agreement with the
developers to supply their project with water. The city has plenty of water to spare for the project, but the
logistics would require jumping through some challenging hoops. The developers would pay for the costs of an
environmental impact report, and any costs to city staff, in order to work out those logistics.

Hagemann said that first, they will have to work out the details of transporting the water to the project. That will
mean building a pipeline, an endeavor that could cause a political ruckus, since it may rouse environmental
concerns about things such as the endangered tiger salamander. Secondly, the city would require the
developers to devise a way to return used water back to the Santa Maria basin.

Yet the developers may never know whether the water and other infrastructure are economically feasible due to
the planning commissioners' decision. The Board of Supervisors' hearing that could have given them the green
light to at least study the project originally scheduled for July 10 has been postponed indefinitely.

An environmental impact report studying the possibility of a general plan amendment would have taken at least
two to three years and cost millions of dollars a cost the developers are ready to take on, Trella said, if they ever
get the opportunity.

Chief Executive Officer Michael Brown said that the county would not incur any risks by allowing the project



study to go forward and that the risks thereafter, if the study proved that the project was economically feasible,
would be that the economy could take an unexpected turn.

"It could never go forward without having water sources and an ability to pay for them," Brown said. "The EIR is
an instrument designed to uncover those risks and alternatives."

In addition to buildings, water, energy, and waste systems, the developers would have to fund the building of an
interchange on Highway 101 and 135, where the development would be situated.

The study would determine whether or not the project makes good financial sense for the developers. The study
would also look at biological resources, services, regional and local transportation circulation, public safety,
existing and abandoned oil activities, agriculture, impacts on growth, and the fiscal effects on surrounding
areas.

The county already has a policy that new development must pay for the costs for new roads, streetlights, police,
fire, parks, and those costs should not be shifted to the existing population, but there is always a risk of the
county taking on some financial burden with any major development, Brown said. Brown said he supports doing
a study on the project.

"Before we went to the Planning Commission, we thought we had done a very good job of laying out a very
realistic innovative plan that the county could rely on," Trella said.

Trella added that the county has nothing to lose by initiating the study, and residents in the nearby area of
Orcutt, as well as stakeholders throughout the county, agree.

"We have been inundated with phone calls from people all over the county really upset with where things are,"
Trella said. "It's not going to cost the county a dollar We just want a chance to study it."

Staff Writer Jeanine Stewart can be contacted at jstewart@santamariasun.com.
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