
City of Santa Barbara 

Land Development Team Oversight 

Subcommittee Agenda Report 

Agenda Date: June 12, 2026 

To: Land Development Team Oversight Subcommittee 

From: Pathways to Yes Working Group 

Subject:                Introduction of the Better Buildings Pilot Program   

Recommendation: 

That the Land Development Team Oversight Subcommittee review and provide direction 

on the proposed Better Buildings Pilot Program. 

Discussion: 

Background 

The City continues to face overlapping challenges related to housing production, climate 

adaptation, urban heat, ecological degradation, stormwater management, mobility, and 

downtown revitalization. At the same time, development applicants frequently identify 

local development standards, discretionary review processes and timelines, density 

limitations, and post-construction stormwater requirements as significant constraints to 

housing feasibility and delivery. 

Concurrently, the Sustainability Council Committee has requested staff explore 

implementation pathways for the Ecological Framework for the Downtown Core 

(Framework), developed by the Community Environmental Council (CEC) and community 

partners. The Framework promotes an integrated development model that views the 

urban environment as interconnected ecological infrastructure and emphasizes the 
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relationship between housing, mobility, urban canopy, stormwater systems, biodiversity, 

climate resilience, and public health. 

The proposed Better Buildings Pilot Program (Program) is intended to serve as an 

implementation mechanism for the Framework and complement the City’s broader 

development, climate, resilience, and ecological initiatives. Rather than relying solely on 

prescriptive development standards, the Program would create an objective, incentive-

based structure that rewards projects delivering measurable ecological, climate, 

housing, mobility, and public realm benefits. 

As a pilot, the Program would test whether a more flexible, incentive-based development 

framework can better align private development with City objectives while improving 

project feasibility and accelerating downtown housing production. The Program is 

grounded in the principle that housing is climate action, particularly when located in 

walkable, transit-accessible infill areas that reduce vehicle dependency, support 

multimodal transportation, and reduce pressure for sprawl development at the urban 

edge. 

The Program is structured as an objective, point-based system in which applicants 

voluntarily provide defined community benefits in exchange for development incentives 

and process efficiencies.   

Specifically, the Program aims to: 

• Accelerate downtown housing production and reinvestment; 

• Improve project feasibility through objective incentives and regulatory 

flexibility;   

• Advance implementation of the CEC Ecological Framework and related 

climate and resilience goals;   

• Encourage development patterns that function as ecological infrastructure;   

• Integrate nature-based solutions and higher-performing building design into 

private development;   

• Promote compact, walkable, multimodal infill development;   
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• Reduce entitlement uncertainty and discretionary review complexity; and   

• Create a more predictable, outcome-oriented development framework focused 

on measurable public benefit. 

Under the current concept, qualifying projects would earn points by voluntarily 

incorporating defined community benefits into project design. Those points could then 

be used to obtain one or more development concessions or incentives identified within 

the Program. 

Eligible projects would include multi-unit and mixed-use residential developments within 

the Central Business District (CBD) with a minimum density of 20 dwelling units per 

acre. The program is proposed as a five-year pilot program subject to reassessment and 

potential modification based on performance metrics and implementation outcomes. 

Potential community benefits under consideration include: 

Community Benefit Measure 

Housing and 

Affordability 

Additional affordable housing above inclusionary requirements 

Larger family-oriented units (e.g., 3+ bedroom units) 

Climate and Energy All-electric buildings 

Net Zero Energy performance 

Expanded EV charging infrastructure 

Ecological and 

Resilience Features 

Additional stormwater retention or infiltration 

Nature-based stormwater solutions 

Native landscaping 

Publicly accessible open space or pocket parks.   

Mobility and Public 

Realm Improvements 

Additional/improved secured bicycle parking and charging 

infrastructure 
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Community gathering spaces 

Public paseos and pedestrian connections 

Circular Economy and 

Adaptive Reuse 

High deconstruction and material reuse percentages 

Adaptive reuse of existing structures 

Use of low carbon concrete and mass timber construction 

materials 

Potential incentives that applicants could access through accumulated points include: 

• Additional residential density;   

• Height increases up to the City Charter maximum without separate height 

exception hearings;   

• Reduced open yard requirements;   

• Elimination of parking minimums;   

• Reduced or modified sidewalk improvement requirements;   

• Alternative affordability compliance mechanisms;   

• In-lieu fee options for portions of stormwater compliance that cannot reasonably 

be achieved onsite;   

• Alignment of local stormwater requirements more closely with baseline State 

requirements in qualifying circumstances;   

• Reduced plan check turnaround times; and   

• Streamlined entitlement procedures.   

The Program would not modify underlying “base density” calculations for purposes of 

State Density Bonus Law compliance and would not be combinable with State Density 

Bonus concessions. 

Review Process 

A central objective of the Program is increased procedural certainty and reduced 

entitlement complexity.   
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Process streamlining concepts under consideration for the Program include: 

• Elimination of mandatory Project Review Team (PRT) review;   

• Elimination of mandatory Planning Commission concept review associated with 

height exceptions;   

• Elimination of mandatory Planning Commission and design review concept review 

hearings for Average Unit-Size Density (AUD) projects; 

• Objective compliance verification through standardized checklists and scoring 

criteria; and   

Projects would still be required to comply with applicable Design Review, subdivision, 

and other independently required approvals, and associated environmental review. 

Key Policy Considerations 

As staff continues to develop the Program, feedback from the Committee on the 

following issues will be important: 

1. Appropriate Balance Between Incentives and Public Benefit 

The Program’s success will depend on calibrating incentives such that they meaningfully 

improve project feasibility while ensuring the City receives measurable community 

benefits. 

2. Stormwater and Ecological Performance 

The Program presents an opportunity to modernize how the City integrates post-

construction stormwater requirements into redevelopment projects, particularly in 

constrained urban infill contexts. Staff is exploring mechanisms that maintain 

compliance with State MS4 requirements while providing greater flexibility and 

supporting improved ecological outcomes. 

3. Ministerial vs. Discretionary Review 

Transitioning elements of development review toward objective standards and 

ministerial processing could significantly reduce uncertainty, timelines, and costs. 
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However, implementation will require careful coordination with existing code and 

Charter provisions, design review processes, and legal constraints. 

4. Relationship to State Housing Law 

The Program must be structured to remain consistent with State Density Bonus Law, 

Housing Accountability Act requirements, and other applicable State housing statutes. 

5. Program Metrics and Evaluation 

If implemented as a pilot program, staff anticipates developing performance metrics 

related to: 

• Housing production;   

• Affordability outcomes;   

• Ecological and climate performance;   

• Permit processing timelines;   

• Downtown economic activity; and 

• Applicant participation rates.   

Next Steps 

Following Committee feedback, staff anticipates: 

1. Refining the Program framework and establishing a point allocation structure;   

2. Conducting additional legal and implementation analysis;   

3. Coordinating with Public Works, Water Resources, Fire, and other affected 

departments;   

4. Evaluating consistency with State housing law and MS4 permit requirements;   

5. Conducting additional stakeholder outreach with development, housing, 

environmental, and design professionals; and   

6. Returning with a draft ordinance and implementation framework for further 

review.   
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Budget/Financial Information: 

At this stage, the Better Buildings Pilot Program is conceptual and no direct fiscal 

impact is associated with the requested direction. Future implementation may require 

staff resources related to ordinance development, program administration, objective 

standards development, and potential process modifications. 

The Program may also influence future development fee revenue, infrastructure 

obligations, and housing production levels depending on final program structure and 

utilization rates. 

Sustainability Impact: 

The Better Buildings Pilot Program is intended to directly advance the City’s climate, 

resilience, housing, mobility, and ecological objectives by incentivizing development 

projects that function as integrated ecological infrastructure. 

The Program represents a potential implementation tool for the CEC’s Ecological 

Framework by encouraging private development to contribute toward broader Citywide 

outcomes including urban heat mitigation, stormwater capture, expanded urban canopy, 

biodiversity support, multimodal connectivity, reduced greenhouse gas emissions, and 

improved public spaces. 

By aligning development incentives with measurable ecological and climate outcomes in 

the downtown, the Program is intended to support more resilient, walkable, lower-carbon, 

and environmentally integrated urban development patterns while simultaneously 

improving housing feasibility and downtown reinvestment. 

Prepared And   

Submitted By:       Allison DeBusk, Community Development Director 

        Alelia Parenteau, Sustainability & Resilience Director 

        Brian D’Amour, Public Works Director 

        Anthony Valdez, Deputy City Administrator 
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