
City of Hood River           Hood River City Hall 
Planning Commission           City Council Chambers 
Public Hearing                                       211 Second St 
May 6, 2019                                                    5:30 p.m. 
 

MINUTES 
 
I.   CALL TO ORDER: Chair Arthur Babitz called the meeting to order at 5:30 
 
     PRESENT: Commissioners Arthur Babitz (Chair), Bill Irving, Sue Powers, Tina Lassen, Megan Ramey 
 
     ABSENT: Mark Frost 
 
     STAFF: Planning Director Dustin Nilsen, Associate Planner Jennifer Kaden, Senior Planner Kevin     
     Liburdy, Assistant Planner Annika Cardwell 
 
II. PLANNING DIRECTOR’S UPDATE: 
 
Planning Director Dustin Nilsen announced that the vacancy for Planning Commission was posted, and 
staff is waiting for more applications. Nilsen reiterated the process for Planning Commissioner selection. 
Commissioner Bill Irving reminded staff that Planning Commission asked to be represented at the 
interview/selection. Nilsen responded that City Council is still deciding about that issue. 
 
Chair Arthur Babitz reminded Planning Commission that he will probably miss the next two meetings. A 
Vice Chair will need to be chosen to lead in his absence.  
 
III. PUBLIC HEARINGS: 
 

A. FILE NO.:  2018-47 – Tanner Ranch Phase 2 Subdivision:  Preliminary plat approval for an 11-lot 
subdivision.   
APPLICANT:  Mike Kitts and IBC Builders 
OWNER: Mike Kitts Homes Inc.  
PROPERTY LOCATION & ZONING: Talon Avenue extending 533 feet south, generally located 
Between 29th and 30th. Legal Description: 3N 10E 35BC, tax lot #1300. The approximately 4.03-acre 
property is zoned R-2. 
 

Babitz read the procedural script and asked the Commissioners to disclose any ex-parte contacts, 
conflicts of interest or bias in this matter. There were none. There were no questions on the process 
from the audience.  
 
STAFF REPORT: 
 
Nilsen described the Tanner Ranch Phase 2 subdivision of 11 lots. All lots proposed meet size and 
frontage standards and no variances or exceptions have been requested or required. He added that 
there are no improvements proposed for Belmont, but there is a land dedication and a required 
Improvement Agreement for future street improvements. Additionally, a key condition/change in this 
submittal is that there is an alley instead of a double cul-de-sac to allow houses to face towards the 
street. 



 
Babitz asked about the future improvements on Belmont. Nilsen responded that it will be a future 
Belmont and Post Canyon connection.  
 
Irving asked if it is an on-site or off-site improvement. Nilsen responded that it would be on-site.  
 
PUBLIC TESTIMONY: 
 

1) Mike Ketler, 1041 Belmont (applicant) – Asked about the future dedication on Belmont. Felt 
there were a lot of factors that could change the future street alignment, so he was concerned 
about jumping to conclusions on placement etc. 

 
STAFF RECAP: 
 
Nilsen responded to Ketler’s question and stated that the Transportation System Plan (TSP) identifies 
the Belmont/Post Canyon connection as a future minor arterial. There is a need to satisfy adequate 
public facilities or some proportion of them.  
 
Commissioner Megan Ramey stated that she agrees with the applicant. She asked whether it has to be 
dedicated to cars or can if it be a biking/walking path. Nilsen responded that in the TSP it shows up as a 
vehicular road and other variations could only be made through changes to the TSP. 
 
Ketler responded that the cost to build half the new road is hurting their goal for affordable housing. He 
added that it seemed that it feels like guess work for where the road is placed. 
 
DELIBERATIONS: 
 
Commissioner Susan Powers had no problem with anything in the staff report. She did see the 
complexity in adding TSP requirements in the future.  
 
Commissioner Tina Lassen agreed with Powers and was satisfied overall with the staff report. She added 
that she hopes future road connections aren’t random and are well thought out.  
 
Irving felt that this specific property is particularly burdened with improvements etc. He thought it 
looked like the actual connection should be through the Hanners property, a larger parcel. 
 
Ramey wouldn’t build another new road or street on the Westside that’s for cars because of the Hood 
River County Energy Plan.  
 
Babitz asked what the applicant’s options are at this time; had this discussion happened with 
engineering. Nilsen responded yes, the 35 dedication is required by engineering. Babitz wanted to agree 
with engineering. Babitz continued that the applicant could withdraw and draw up a new plan or appeal 
and take the decision to City Council. Nilsen responded it would be difficult because the plat shows the 
dedication.    
 
MOTION: 
 



Irving motioned to approve File no. 2018-47 with the conditions of approval included in the staff report. 
Powers seconded. Motion passed unanimously. 

B. FILE NO.:  2019-07 – Gimbal Variance 
PROPOSAL:  The applicant requests a Variance to reduce the front setback for a proposed new 
detached garage facing the street from 20 feet to 10 feet.   

APPLICANT:  Liz Olberding 

OWNER: Michelle Gimbal 

PROPERTY LOCATION & ZONING: 404 Eugene Street; Legal Description:  3N 10E 36BA Tax Lot 3500. 
The property is zoned Urban Low Density Residential (R-1).  

Babitz asked if any new audience members have arrived. One had and she was presented with the 
procedural script. He asked the Commissioners to disclose any ex-parte contacts, conflicts of interest or 
bias in this matter.  
 
*Irving disclosed that he is an adjacent property owner and recused himself from this hearing at 6:08.  
 
Babitz disclosed as ex-parte contact that he passes this property almost every day and has never really 
noticed the driveway steepness.  
 
STAFF REPORT: 
 
Associate Planner Jennifer Kaden described the project as a variance to allow a garage 10 feet from a 
right-of-way instead of the required 20 feet due to steep grade. The existing garage does not meet that 
setback, and the proposal would meet the required off-street parking. Kaden continued that a variance 
must meet four criteria with discussion and findings: 
 

1) There are unique or unusual circumstances which apply to the site which do not typically apply 
elsewhere. 

2) The proposal’s benefits will be greater than any negative impacts on the development of the 
adjacent lawful uses; and will further the purpose and intent of this title and the Comprehensive 
Plan of the City.  

3) The circumstances or conditions have not been willfully or purposely self-imposed. 
4) The variance requested is the minimum variance which would alleviate the hardship.  

 
Kaden added that it is not clear whether options for a less steep driveway or greater setback were 
addressed in the design process.   
 
Kaden clarified that she left room in her report for Commissioners to beef up findings if they believe the 
above four criteria were met. 
 
Lassen asked for more description of a similar, nearby garage. Kaden answered that there is one in the 
neighborhood that is about 11 feet from the right-of-way. Many were constructed before these setback 
requirements were in code.  
 



Babitz asked about the current garage and if it’s a lawful non-conforming use. Kaden responded yes.  
Any addition will need to meet setback standards, you cannot make an existing non-conforming building 
more non-conforming. The current garage doesn’t meet setbacks as a garage, but does for living space.  
 
PUBLIC TESTIMONY: 
 

1) Liz Olberding, 101 State St (applicant) – Architect representing Michelle Gimbal (property 
owner). Olberding stated that they looked at many designs. The current steep driveway presents 
grading and drainage problems, and that lead to designing a garage on the east side of the 
property. She stated that it is dangerous to back out of a steep east side driveway; bad site 
distance, into a busier intersection (according to a discussion with the Right-of-Way Inspector). 
To meet setback requirements the garage would have to be 42 feet from the curb in order to 
get away from steep slope. They saw that as too much concrete and blocked views. The garage 
would still be 32 feet back from the curb with the current design. 
 
Ramey and Powers were curious if living space or a garage is the priority. Powers observed that 
changing the current garage to living space would not fix the drainage issue. Olberding 
responded the garage is the priority to get cars off the street, and that the new sidewalk will 
send some water towards the street and they plan to abandon the current driveway for 
landscaping.  
 
Babitz asked about the statement by Right-of-way Inspector (Rick Peargin). Olberding responded 
that he would like to see the driveway at grade coming out to the street. Kaden clarified that 
Peargin is concerned with improvements in the right-of-way and Planning is concerned with 
plans on the property (Attachment ‘C’). 
 

2) Vanessa Lalli Dittenhofer, 308 Eugene – Dittenhofer began that she is not necessarily in favor, 
but her property is referred to in the staff report. She added that the grade and drainage 
problems are a real issue. She was going to go for a variance originally at her property, but 
CC&Rs stopped them. She didn’t want to see a 40 foot driveway, and added that backing out of 
their driveway is not great.  
 

3) Susan DeBonis, 412 Montello – DeBonis testified in opposition to the variance. It was not clear 
to her as to where the proposed roof lines will be; looked like the garage roofline is above the 
house roofline. She hadn’t heard about the drainage issue as a challenge and wondered if there 
are other remedies to that problem. DeBonis added that a 42 foot driveway is not appealing, but 
a two story garage 10 feet from the street and neighbors also doesn’t look good. Didn’t agree 
that the applicant met the hardship requirement.  
 

4) Julie Escort, 401 Eugene – Escort testified in opposition to the variance. She stated that she lives 
directly across the street from the project property. She watched the previous owner drive in 
and out of driveway with ease. She understands the challenges but wondered if maybe there is 
a solution in between. Escort also noticed that the applicant is choosing to move the new garage 
closer to the busy intersection. She will lose her view of the river and instead see a two story 
garage.  

 
Babitz asked if the owner considered variance for parking requirements instead of setback.  
 



REBUTTAL: 
 
Olberding responded that they did not look at a variance for parking requirements. The on-street 
parking is currently well used. She addressed the roof line question; they are still working out details for 
the house, but the garage will be taller. The new house roof design (not a second story) will be similar in 
roof form to the garage. The garage will be two story to make use of the space underneath (due to 
slope) for garden shed etc.  
 
Babitz asked if the garage could be lowered with a slight grade increase to the driveway. Olberding 
stated that is a possibility. She added that they didn’t go through that design before the variance was 
submitted.  
 
Lassen asked about drainage issue on Eugene and if the City has done anything to remedy the situation. 
Kaden said she is not aware of anything. 
 
Babitz closed the public testimony portion of the hearing. 
 
DELIBERATIONS: 
 
Babitz reiterated that Planning Commission has four variance criteria to consider.  
 
 
Lassen appreciated that the neighbors came to testify. She understood the safety concerns but 
questioned if it was unique and unusual to that property. It seemed like something that a lot of streets 
deal with. Lassen wanted to make sure that they are treating all residents equally. She said her 
inclination is to say that they need to conform to current standards. 
 
Powers stated that it’s unique generally speaking, but the whole neighborhood is that way.  
 
Ramey thought it was unique and didn’t think it mattered that the whole street is the same. She also 
sees the safety issue, for biking especially. Ramey wouldn’t have a problem granting a variance to other 
properties with the same issue.  
 
Babitz believed there was an existing solution that already works. He thought there were other lots 
where a variance would be more helpful and feared a variance here would set a precedent for a lot of 
other properties.  
 
Powers stated that she doesn’t’ think the application meets the ‘not self-imposed’ requirement. She 
added that there is currently a garage that works except for the drainage. She also didn’t believe that it 
meets the ‘minimum amount of variance’ requirement.  
 
Babitz didn’t see enough in the record that showed other design ideas (side garage) were addressed. He 
thought there are far too many properties with this issue and it opens the variance door too wide. 
 
Kaden stated that if the variance is denied, they cannot apply for another one for six months.  
RECESS 
A recess was taken at 7:30 to give the applicant a chance to speak with Staff about withdrawing the 
variance application. 



 
The hearing reconvened at 7:40. 
 
Babitz stated that the record was closed and so there is not a chance for a continuance but the applicant 
can ask to re-open the record.  
 
Olberding said the applicant would like to withdraw the application.  
 
 
*Bill Irving returned to the bench at 7:44. 
 

C. FILE NO.:  2018-05 and 2018-06 – Amendments to the Hood River Municipal Code - 
continuation of hearing from April 1, 2019 hearing (emphasis on Maximum Lot Coverage.) 

 PROPOSAL:  Amendments to the Hood River Municipal Code (HRMC) as follows:  2). Amend 
HRMC Chapter 17.01.060 Definitions for Dwelling Unit, Kitchen, Lawfully Established Unit of 
Land, Multifamily Dwelling, Non-Transient Rental, and Transient Rental, 3). Amend Chapter 
17.03.040 0(G) Parking Regulations Office Residential Zone (C-1), Chapter 17.03.050 (H) Parking 
Regulations General Commercial Zone (C-2), Chapter 17.03.060 (G) Parking Regulations Light 
Industrial Zone (LI) to eliminate parking exemptions. 4). Amend Chapter 17.04.040 General 
Exceptions to Building Height, to allow and limit parapet and mechanical screen heights as 
permitted exemptions; 5).  Amend Chapter 17.04.070 General Exceptions to Lot Area 
Requirements Limitations to allow legally established lots to be used for permitted uses, 6). 
Amend Chapter 17.04.120 Maximum Lot Coverage to clarify reductions in area calculations for 
pervious surfaces and rear and side loaded garages; 7). Amend Chapter 17.16.10 Site Plan 
Review and Applicability to include subdivisions and exclude minor site modifications and single 
lot partitions for townhomes, and 9). Amend Chapter 17.24 In Lieu Parking Fee to create a single 
calculation to determine required parking. 

APPLICANT:  City of Hood River  

STAFF REPORT: 
 
Nilsen summarized the new maximum lot coverage memo language. He pointed out the new ‘section c’ 
that addressed landscaping requirements with added language to avoid ‘zero-scaping.’  
 
Commissioners wanted clarification on the ‘insert graphic’ comment and the example graphic. Nilsen 
responded that they are place holders to help clarify definitions.  
 
Powers wanted to discuss the language in provision 3.A.2 and asked about a garage attached to ‘rear 
side of main structure.’ Lassen thought we should take ‘side’ out of that sentence. Commissioners 
agreed. Babitz stated the drawing will clarify and he wants to change ‘main’ to ‘habitable,’ or something 
that makes it obvious that the garage is in the back.  
 
Powers would be happy to take Item (4) out. Staff didn’t agree with Item (4) because it could lead to 
heavily asphalted front yards and didn’t incentivize garages in the back.  



 
Commissioners agreed to take Item (4) out. They wanted to see example drawings before approval.  
 
Commissioners agreed with Items (6) and (7). 
 
Commissioners reviewed the landscaping requirements/definitions.  
 
Irving was concerned with what kind of new requirements this landscaping section will lead to, e.g. a 
landscaping plan for building permit.  
 
Powers was concerned because she does want to encourage less water use.  
 
Lassen was unsure how we would logically measure plant percentage. She thought there are nice ways 
to ‘zero-scape’ with water features, sculptures etc.  
 
Babitz summarized that Commissioners agreed with Section A & B (take out item #4) but they want to 
discuss landscaping at a different time. Babitz would like to see drawings before sending maximum lot 
coverage to City Council. Irving could see a lot of testimony and discussion over the recommended 
landscaping section.  
 
MOTION: 
 
Lassen motioned to continue File no. 2018-05 & 06 to May 20, 2019, no earlier than 5:30 p.m. Powers 
seconded. Motion passed unanimously. 
 
IV. APPROVAL OF MINUTES 
 
Powers motioned to approve the minutes from the July 16, 2018, July 30, 2018, September 4, 2018, 
September 17, 2018, October 1, 2018 & December 3, 2018 meetings. Irving seconded. Motion passed 
unanimously. 
 
Irving added that he will be absent from the May 20, 2019 meeting (probably Babitz too). Irving said he 
is okay Vice Chairing June 3rd. Babitz suggested Sue Powers Vice Chair at 5/20/19 meeting (if Babitz is 
there he will assist for practice). 
 
V. ADJOURN 
 
Babitz adjourned the hearing at 8:35 p.m. 

 
 
                                              
Arthur Babitz, Vice chair                                               Date 
 
 
                                              
Dustin Nilsen, Planning Director                        Date (Approved) 


