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SPRING UPDATE 2026
LDTO Purpose: “To advise Land Development Team staff and oversee 
implementation of process improvements.”
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Call Meeting to Order

I.  Roll Call

Subcommittee Members:
Eric Friedman, Chair
Mike Jordan
Wendy Santamaria
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Meeting Agenda
II. Preliminary Matters

A. Announcements
B. Approval of September 19, 2025, Minutes
C. General Public Comment: Items not on the agenda
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Meeting Agenda
III. Agenda Items

A. Novak Report Recap and Sunset
B. Development Liaison
C. Pathways to Yes
D. Better Buildings Pilot Program
E. Public Comment
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NOVAK REPORT RECAP AND 
SUNSET
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Novak Report August 2020 
• Scope of Novak Study to review Land 

Development Team Processes

• Methodology included interviews, 
focus groups, survey, and Process 
Improvement Exercise (PIE) 

• 31 Recommendations
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“Through a commitment to continuous improvement, the City will create a culture and environment 
that embraces change and customer service, allowing the land development process to meet the 
needs of the community and provide excellent customer service.”  –Novak Report
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Novak Recommendations by Subject Area
• Vision, Outcomes, and Customer Service
• Intake and Application Screening
• Technology and Performance Measurement
• Process Clarity and Consistency
• Design Review Process
• Staffing and Organizational Structure
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Novak Report Implementation
Task Title Task Title
1. Define LDT Mission and Vision 17. Redesign Pre-Application Review
2. Establish Meeting Attendance and Plan Review Guidelines 18. Reduce Regulations and Eliminate Process Steps
3. Create Communication Policy 19. Define Policy for Addressing Pre-Existing Violations
4. Establish Customer Service Training Program 20. Analyze Stormwater Regulations
5. Update City's Website 21. Develop Objective Design Guidelines
6. Develop Videos and Other Communication Tools 22. Create Design Review Staff Report
7. Provide Direct Route to Staff 23. Revise "Review After Final" Process
8. Create Routing Checklist and Guidelines 24. Reduce Design Review Triggers
9. Improve Counter Staff Intake 25. Provide Pre-Approved Designs
10. Plan Check Training 26. Streamline Single Family Design Board (SFDB)
11. Accela Maintenance 27. Transfer SWMP Review to Public Works
12. Accela Process Reporting 28. Improve Building Inspection Timelines
13. Define Single Starting Point 29. Establish Internal LDT Meetings
14. Assign a Single Plan Checker 30. Provide Additional Permit Counter Resources
15. Develop Project Tiers 31. Develop an Onboarding Process
16. Create an Expedited Process for Simple Permits
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Sunsetting the Novak Report
What’s Next?

9

Council Strategic Plan

Simplify the 
permitting process 

and support the 
customer experience

Pathways to Yes Development Liaison
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DEVELOPMENT LIAISON
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LDT Survey
• Purpose

- Understand the public’s experience 
navigating our development process 
and consider process improvements 
to make it clearer and more 
predictable 

• Survey launched April 30th , 2026
• 65 responses
• Types of respondents

- Applicant/Authorized Agent (63%), 
Architects (21%), Business Owner 
(8%), Contractor (8%)

Type of project respondents provided 
feedback on
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LDT Survey
Did staff help you understand 
options or solve a problem?

Overall, how was your 
experience?
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LDT Survey

Process and Application 
Complexity: Many respondents 
highlighted the need to simplify 
the application and permitting 
process.

Project Review Timelines: 
Delays and lengthy review 
periods were a common 
concern, suggesting a need for 
faster processing.

Staff Communication and  
Accessibility : Improving how 
and when staff communicate 
with applicants could enhance 
the experience.

Process Guidance and Clarity:  
Respondents requested clearer 
instructions and better 
guidance throughout the 
process.

Online System Usability: Some 
found the digital portal difficult 
to use, indicating a need for 
user-friendly improvements.

Department Staffing and 
Hours:  Limited staff availability 
and restricted hours were 
noted as barriers.

Inter-Departmental 
Coordination: Better 
coordination between 
departments could streamline 
the process.

Regulatory and Cost Burdens:  
High costs and complex 
regulations were cited as 
challenges.

Key Takeaways
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PATHWAYS TO YES
Improving Process, Accelerating Housing, and Advancing 
Climate Goals
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What we know:
• Land development is slowed by complexity, 

uncertainty, and risk

• Applicants and staff experience frustration navigating 
multi-department review, inconsistent 
corrections/comments, and “late hits”

• Stakeholders need predictability, transparency, and 
clear pathways to success

• Santa Barbara has many ordinances and 
development policies that are “bespoke” and 
potentially outdated or conflicting

• Climate and ecological goals must be met without 
increasing housing cost or delay
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Key Objectives
Improve the Customer Experience
Provide applicants with clear guidance, consistent communication, 
and accessible support throughout the development process.

Streamline Navigation of City Regulations
Offer structured pre-application assistance and proactive 
coordination across departments.

Empower City Staff to Find Creative, Compliant 
Solutions
Create a formal avenue for collaborative problem-solving 
that maintains code integrity and legal defensibility.

Enhance Accountability and Predictability
Implement performance metrics, transparent timelines, 
and standardized communication protocols.
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Plain-language 
translation of 

requirements and 
feedback

Pathways to Yes

Harnessing the 
Development 

Liaison

Early identification 
of issues and 
bottlenecks

Proactive 
coordination across 

departments
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Initiatives
• Culture Shift
• Leveraging the 

Development Liaison
• Creative Solutions 

Roundtable
• Ordinance Audit
• Better Buildings Pilot 
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Culture Shift Staff Training and Empowerment

Goal is to reinforce a shared philosophy that our role is to help projects succeed 
within the rules, not make the rules harder.

• Create a feedback loop
⚬ Internal recognition for staff who find creative solutions
⚬ Customer success stories shared publicly and at internal meetings
⚬ Public-facing materials that explain how the City supports development and protects the community

• Develop an LDT-wide training protocol that focuses on:
⚬ Customer service excellence in a regulatory setting (bring in topic-specific trainers)
⚬ Legal parameters for flexibility (what can and cannot be negotiated)
⚬ Clear, empathetic communication and expectation setting
⚬ Interdepartmental collaboration

• Develop tools to ensure consistent response and culture of stellar customer 
service
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Performance Metrics
Annual Report

Leverage the 
Development 
Liaison

Accountability and Feedback

Regular LDT Meeting 
coordination
LDT Leadership collaboration

Plays a convening role

Translates requirements into 
“plain speak”
Creates the roadmap for 
applicants

Is the applicant’s guide
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Creative Solutions 
Roundtable
• Cross-department forum for complex or stuck 
  projects
• Projects are nominated by staff or the Development Liaison 

for inclusion (or potentially on request of the applicant)
• Identifies flexible, code-compliant pathways early
• Coordination with City Attorney to ensure legal defensibility
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Ordinance Audit
• Identify City rules and regulations 

that create barriers to development
• City has a multitude of rules that have 

been adopted over the last 50 years

• All adopted for good reasons

• Combined effect makes new 
development and redevelopment 
increasingly difficult

• Present full list to Council to discuss 
which provisions are essential and 
where flexibility may be appropriate
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A City reputation for being solutions-
oriented and accountable

What 
success 
looks like:

Climate and ecological outcomes 
delivered through incentives, not 
barriers

Clear guidance and early problem-
solving for applicants

Faster, more predictable planning 
and building approvals

A City reputation for being solutions-
oriented and accountable
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BETTER BUILDINGS PILOT 
PROGRAM
An Incentive-based Approach to Housing, Climate, and 
Downtown Reinvestment
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Background
• City faces challenges in housing production, climate mitigation and 

adaptation, and downtown revitalization
• Sustainability Committee requested implementation of Ecological 

Framework for the Downtown Core
- Many of the elements already embedded in City process

• Better Buildings Pilot intended to serve as innovative implementation 
mechanism

- Explores whether incentives can deliver better outcomes than additional 
regulations

- Complements City’s broader development, climate, resilience, and ecological 
initiatives
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Housing IS Climate Action
• Housing is explicitly climate action related to vehicle miles 

travelled, construction materials, and energy use
• Well-located housing reduces greenhouse gas emissions 

before a resident ever turns on a light switch.
- Reduced vehicle trips
- Efficient use of infrastructure
- Supports local businesses
- Reduces pressure for outward expansion

• New construction has ability to lock in emissions for decades 
to come – need to get it right
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Housing Progress (Multi-Unit Residential)
Year Multi-Unit 

Bldgs 
Complete

RHNA Allocation
(by 2031)

2022 121
2023 89
2024 90
2025 107
Total 407* 8,001 
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*Half of these units were completed by non-profit partners (like Housing Authority)
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Where Traditional Approaches Fall Short
Current Model
• Housing Requirement
• Stormwater Requirement
• Open Space Requirement
• Mobility Requirement
• Energy Requirement
Each separately applied!

Better Buildings Model
• Defined public benefits
• Flexible pathways
• Incentive-based 

outcomes
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Better Buildings Pilot Program Goals
• Housing

- Accelerate downtown housing production and reinvestment
• Climate

- Implement ecological and climate resilience goals
- Integrate nature-based solutions and high performing building design
- Promote compact, walkable/multimodal infill development

• Predictability
- Improve project feasibility through objective incentives and regulatory 

flexibility
- Reduce entitlement uncertainty and discretionary review complexity
- Create a more predictable, outcome-oriented development framework 

focused on public benefit
29



SantaBarbaraCA.gov/LDTO

Better Buildings Pilot Program

• Program structured around performance and outcomes 
rather than mandates

• Aiming for more better buildings instead of fewer perfect 
buildings

- With the goal of getting more of our priorities met at scale
• Builds on the Adaptive Reuse Ordinance
• Extends incentives to both reuse and new housing
• Provides predictable, opt-in standards and benefits
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Rewarding Outcomes, Not Prescribing Solutions
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Better Buildings Pilot Program
• Five-Year Pilot
• Applied to Downtown (Central Business District) and Housing 

Element “Suitable Sites”
• For residential and mixed-use
• Flexibility is the key – ability to pair community benefits with 

incentives in a way that works for everyone
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Community Benefits Points Incentives Better Buildings
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Benefits and Incentives
Examples only – final weighting and structure not yet determined

Public Benefit Categories Development Incentive Categories

Family Housing and Affordability More Capacity

Climate and Energy More Flexibility

Ecological and Resilience Features More Certainty

Mobility and Public Realm Improvements Lower Costs

Circular Economy and Adaptive Reuse
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Key Policy Considerations as we Develop
• Appropriate balance between incentives and 

public benefit
• Stormwater and ecological performance
• Ministerial vs. Discretionary review
• Ordinance Audit results
• How we measure success
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Next Steps
• Refining the Program framework and point allocation structure
• Conducting additional legal and implementation analysis
• Coordinating with Public Works, Water Resources, Fire, and 

other affected departments
• Evaluating consistency with State housing law and MS4 permit 

requirements 
• Conducting additional stakeholder outreach with development, 

housing, environmental, and design professionals
• Returning with a draft ordinance and implementation framework 

for further review. 
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QUESTIONS?
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PUBLIC COMMENT
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