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CITY OF ST. HELENA 
PLANNING DEPARTMENT 1480 MAIN STREET-ST. HELENA, CA 94574 

PLANNING COMMISSION 
 

FEBRUARY 12, 2013 
 

AGENDA ITEM: 9.1 
 

2012-72: Request of Larry Mueller representing Napa Big Rock Estate LLC for Design Review 
approval to construct a 11,166 sq ft split-level residence on a 8.92 acre undeveloped parcel 
located at 1360 Big Rock Road in the WW: Woodlands & Watershed district. (APN: 025-420-
023) (CEQA: Exempt) 
 
PREPARED BY: Greg Desmond, Interim Planning Director 
 
APPLICATION FILED: 10/05/12     ACCEPTED AS COMPLETE: 1/31/13  
 
LOCATION OF PROPERTY: 1360 Big Rock Road 
 
APN: 025-420-023 
 
GENERAL PLAN: Woodlands & Watershed         ZONING: WW: Woodlands & Watershed 
 
OWNER/APPLICANT: Larry Mueller/Big Rock Estate LLC              PHONE: 808.217.2414 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION: 
The subject property is located in the hills east of the Silverado Trail off of Howell Mountain 
Road. Access to the site is via Big Rock Road, a narrow private road. Access to the building 
envelope from Big Rock Road is provided by an existing access drive which is paved and 14’ in 
width. 
 

Adjacent parcels are designated Woodlands and Watershed and Agriculture, with parcels ranging 
in size from 2 to 20 acres. The adjacent parcels are primarily developed with private estate 
homes, although one adjoining property has vineyard and winery use.   
 

The subject parcel is 8.92 acres and consists of steep slopes (up to 50%) and is heavily vegetated 
with live oak, blue oak, Douglass fir and madrone. The site is currently undeveloped with the 
exception of the existing access drive and a pump house and water storage tanks. 
 

The parcel is one of three that were created via a parcel map in 1999. At that time an original 
28.4 acre parcel was divided into three parcels each with an established 20,000 square foot 
building envelope. 
 

Within this envelope the applicant is requesting Design Review to construct a new 11,166 split-
level residence. The proposed residence will be configured in the following manner. 
 

Lower level:  covered parking/garage, media room, gym, laundry/mechanical rooms, first floor 
of master suite, first floor of guest suite and wine/toy storage. 
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Upper level: kitchen/dining areas, hearth room, 3 bedrooms, office, second floor of guest suite, 
great room. 

 

The applicant is also proposing a pool and detached/unconditioned 523 sq ft cabana.  
 

Materials proposed for the residence are stone veneer on the lower level with board on board 
wood siding on the upper level. The roof will be metal standing seam. All exterior finishes will 
be selected to blend with the immediate surroundings.  
 

The applicant is proposing limited landscaping with the exception of the courtyard between the 
residence and the pool.  
 
ANALYSIS: UPDATED INFORMATION 
Staff received updated information from the applicant on January 31, 2013. This updated 
information is specific to the following: 
 

#1 – Site photo reconnaissance and story pole study. 
#2 – Revised grading plan showing a reduction of approximately 3,000 cubic yards of grading. 
#3 – Floor plan modification to entry foyer to simplify framing and reduce grading. 
#4 – Floor plan modification to office patio in an effort to reduce grading. 
#5 – Pool and cabana have been moved closer to residence, pool length has been reduced by 2’. 
#6 – The driveway and hammerhead turn-around have been widened to improve circulation. 
 

Public Works staff have reviewed the updated material and have determined that the reduction in 
grading was accomplished by moving the structure and site improvements further up on the 
slope by about 3’. This creates a situation in which the visibility of the proposed project and will 
increase the slope of the access drive to 16%.  
 

Public Works staff has confirmed that the revised materials do not include slope analysis which 
is required to confirm that the project is not proposing any grading on slopes of 30% or greater. 
 

The revised exhibits are attached to this report. 
 
REQUIRED ACTIONS: 
1.  Determine that the project is exempt from the requirements of CEQA, the California 

Environmental Quality Act, pursuant to Section 15303, Class 3(e) of the CEQA Guidelines, 
which exempts the construction of new residential and accessory structures. 

 

2.  Accept the required findings and approve, modify or deny Design Review to construct a new 
11,166 sq ft single family residence and a 523 sq ft unconditioned cabana, located at 1360 
Big Rock Road. 

 
ANALYSIS: GENERAL PLAN 
The existing General Plan land use designation for the site is Woodlands and Watershed, which 
is intended to provide for land uses that serve to protect wildlife, vegetation, open space and 
other natural resources.  
 

Low density, estate-type residential development is allowed with a minimum lot size of five 
acres. The intent is to allow limited housing opportunities on wooded slopes that are less suitable 
for agriculture rather than permitting residential development on prime vineyard lands. 
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The Woodlands and Watershed designation has been applied to lands in the hilly eastern and 
western portions of St. Helena. 
 
ANALYSIS: ZONING 
The project site is zoned Woodlands and Watershed (WW) District consistent with the General 
Plan designation of the property. In addition to implementing the goals and policies of the City’s 
General Plan relating to minimizing the potential for erosion in steeply sloping areas and 
protecting wildlife, vegetation, open space and watershed resources the WW District seeks to 
minimize long-term costs for constructing roads, water systems and sewer systems in remote 
areas, provide protection in the event of a wildland fire, and encourage low-scale development 
that is sensitive to the conditions of a particular site and the community’s objectives. 
 

Pursuant to Chapter 17.164 all subdivision, signs, grading, removal of vegetation and new 
structures and buildings (except for one second unit which complies with the provisions set forth 
in Section 17.64.020, Subsection C) for both permitted and conditional uses shall require design 
review.   
 

Single family dwellings, accessory structures and second dwelling units are permitted uses in the 
WW: Woodlands and Watershed Zoning district.  

 
ANALYSIS: BUILDING ENVELOPE 
The building envelope for this parcel was established via the parcel map process. The Planning 
Commission will recognize that the envelope encompasses a ridgeline. Pursuant to section 
17.64.060 (E) of the Woodlands and Watershed Ordinance language, no buildings are allowed 
within 100’ of a ridgeline. The intent of this section is to reduce the visual impact of buildings 
that would obscure public views of the most prominent ridgeline on each property, without 
precluding the opportunity of the property owner to site a building that could attain a view. 
 
ANALYSIS: GRADING  
The original project exhibits proposed extensive grading. The total excavated amount proposed 
in the initial exhibits was 3,770 cubic yards. The applicant had not indicated if the excavated 
material would be placed elsewhere on the site or trucked off-site. The Planning Commission 
should be aware that if this material was to be removed from the site it would have required 
360+ trips away from the site in 10-yard dump trucks.  
 

The revised grading plan reduces the volume of grading by approximatley 3,000 cubic yard. This 
was accomplished by moving the siting of the structure up the slope by approximately 3’. 
 

The revised grading plan does not include slope analysis. As a result, staff has not been able to 
confirm that the project will not involve grading on slopes less than 30%. 
 
ANALYSIS: VEGETATION 
The applicant has identified the location and species of the trees (22) to be removed to 
accommodate this project (Plan Profile & Grading Design exhibit). No tree removal mitigation 
plan has been proposed. 
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ANALYSIS: VIEWS 
The siting of the residence - at the high point of the site/on a ridgeline - and design – height and 
massing - of the residence will create a situation in which it will be visible from locations off-
site. It is anticipated that neighboring parcels will be able to see the proposed structure. 
Additionally there are points from St Helena, Conn Valley and Angwin which will be able to 
view the proposed structure. 
 

The story pole report submitted by the applicant on 1/31/13 is difficult for staff to analyze due to 
the following factors: 
 

1. The report does not take into account the visual effect that will result from the removal of 
existing trees to accommodate this project. 

 

2. The report does not adequately address the scale and massing of the proposed project. A 
single 4” diameter pole with flagging is clearly less visible than the proposed residence from 
neighboring parcels as well as from viewpoints in St Helena, Conn Valley and Angwin. 

 

3. The report does not adequately address the visual impact created by the revising the grading 
plan which raises the project approximately 3’ up on the slope. 

 
ANALYSIS: WATER 
The subject parcel is served by a private well and is not required to connect to the City of St 
Helena’s water supply system. 
 
ANALYSIS: SEPTIC 
The subject parcel will require a septic system. Plans identify proposed septic areas but the 
applicant will be required to provide the appropriate approval documents from the Napa County 
Department of Environmental Health prior to issuance of any building permits. 
 
ANALYSIS: PROPOSED USE 
The applicant indicates in the attached letter that this residence will be used as a single-family 
residence, not as a timeshare and/or a short-term rental property. Please see attached letter from 
applicant regarding this topic. 
 
ANALYSIS: CEQA 
Staff has determined that this project is exempt from the requirements of CEQA, pursuant to 
Section 15303, Class 3(e) of the CEQA Guidelines, which exempts construction of a limited 
number of new structures such as a single family dwelling and accessory structures. 
 
ANALYSIS: DESIGN REVIEW 
The purpose of Design Review is to, among other things, promote the qualities that bring value 
to the community and foster attractiveness and functional utility of the community as a place to 
live and work.  Zoning Ordinance Section 17.164.030 establishes the design criteria under which 
applications should be considered.   
 

The following design criteria should be considered by the Planning Commission in review of this 
application (Zoning Ordinance Section 17.164.030):   
 



1360 Big Rock Road 
Design Review 

February 12, 2013 
5 of 6 

 
 

1. Consistency and compatibility with applicable elements of the general plan; 
2. Compatibility of design with the immediate environment of the site; 
3. Relationship of the design to the site; 
4. Determination that the design is compatible in areas considered by the board as having a 

unified design or historical character; 
5. Whether the design promotes harmonious transition in scale and character in areas between 

different designated land uses; 
6. Compatibility with future construction both on and off the site; 
7. Whether the architectural design of structures and their materials and colors are 

appropriate to the function of the project; 
8. Whether the planning and siting of the various functions and buildings on the site create an 

internal sense of order and provide a desirable environment for occupants, visitors and the 
general community; 

9. Whether the amount and arrangement of open space and landscaping are appropriate to the 
design and the function of the structures; 

10. Whether sufficient ancillary functions are provided to support the main functions of the 
project and whether they are compatible with the project’s design concept; 

11. Whether access to the property and circulation systems are safe and convenient for 
pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles; 

12. Whether natural features are appropriately preserved and integrated with the project; 
13. Whether the materials, textures, colors and details of construction are an appropriate 

expression of its design concept and function and whether they are compatible with the 
adjacent and neighboring structure and functions; 

14. In areas considered by the board as having a unified design character or historical 
character, whether the design is compatible with such character; 

15. Whether the landscape design concept for the site, as shown by the relationship of plant 
masses, open space, scale, plant forms and foliage textures and colors create a desirable and 
functional environment and whether the landscape concept depicts an appropriate unity with 
the various buildings on the site; 

16. Whether plant material is suitable and adaptable to the site, capable of being properly 
maintained on the site, and is of a variety which is suitable to the climate of St. Helena; 

17. Whether sustainability and climate protection are promoted through the use of green 
building practices such as appropriate site/architectural design, use of green building 
materials, energy efficient systems and water efficient landscape materials. 

 
SUPPORT/OPOSITION: 
Staff has received the following correspondence in opposition of the project: 
 

James Marshall 
2020 Big Rock Road 
Concerns: 
- The proposed residence will be used as a vacation rental not a single family residence. 
- The proposed residence is too large and will have significant environmental impacts. 
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STAFF COMMENTS / RECOMMENDATIONS: 
Staff has concerns with this application. Specifically that the proposed design does not meet the 
intent of the Woodlands and Watershed district. The siting of the project, grading impacts, 
massing and layout of the proposed improvements has the effect of overpowering the building 
envelope. Staff finds that the building envelope for this site provides a focused area for potential 
development. Further, that any development within the envelope shall respond to site features 
such as ridgelines, outcroppings and vegetation. In response staff concludes that the required 
Design Review findings cannot be made for the project as proposed.  
 
PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION: 
1. Staff recommends that the Planning Commission open the public hearing, take testimony 

from the applicant and the public and provide staff with direction. 
 

2. If the Planning Commission would like additional analysis/information from staff and/or the 
applicant they may continue the item to a date certain. 

 

3. If the Planning Commission would like to approve or deny the application they may direct 
staff to prepare the appropriate findings to present to the Planning Commission at the next 
scheduled meeting.   

 
ATTACHMENTS:              
Revised statement .................................................................................................6 
Letter from applicant regarding proposed use ......................................................7 
Exhibits (received on 1/31/13)  ...........................................................................17 
 
























































