
 
CITY OF SUNNYVALE REPORT 
PLANNING COMMISSION HEARING 

April 23, 2012  

 

File Number: 2012-7034 Permit Type:  Variance 

Location: 317 Hiddenlake Drive     (near Lakebird Drive)    (110-21-046 ) 

Staff Contact: Diana O'Dell, Senior Planner, (408) 730-7257 

 
Project Description: Appeal of a decision by the Zoning Administrator to deny 

a Variance from SMC 19.46.060(a) (5) to allow partial conversion of a garage to 
living space. The conversion results in one covered parking space where two is 

required. 
 
Reason for Permit: A Variance is required for any conversion of a garage that 

does not replace the covered parking on-site. 

Issues: Parking and Neighborhood Compatibility 

Zoning Administrator Decision:  Deny the Variance 

Staff Recommendation: Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the 
Zoning Administrator to deny the Variance. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 Existing Proposed 

General Plan: Residential Low Density Same 

Zoning District: R-0 Same 

Lot Size: 5,670 sq. ft. Same 

Lot Width: 54 ft. Same 

Parking: 1 covered and 2 uncovered Same 

Lot Coverage: 25% (1,468 sq. ft. total) Same 

 

Previous Planning Projects related to Subject Application   No 

Neighborhood Preservation Complaints: On November 2, 2011, 

NP received a complaint about a garage conversion at the subject 
property. After inspecting the garage, the Neighborhood 

Preservation Division advised them of the options to reconvert 
the garage or apply for a Variance. (NP Case 2011-3997) 

Yes 

Deviations from Standard Zoning Requirements: Deviation from 
SMC 19.46.060(a) (5) requiring replacement covered parking for 
any conversion of garage space.  

Yes 

 
Use Description:  The property owner has converted half of the garage into an 

office space. The remaining garage area is usable for parking.  
 
Floor Plan: An area of 13 ft. by 9 ft. was converted to an office. This conversion 

leaves an area over 9 ft. wide by 20 ft. deep for the parking of one vehicle. 
(Attachment B, Plans).  

 
Exterior Changes:  There are no exterior changes proposed. The garage door 
remains operable.   

 
Converted Garages in the Lakewood Area: Since 2003, there have been 42 
Neighborhood Preservation complaints regarding converted garages in the 

Lakewood area. Approximately 33% of the complaints were for garages that 
were not considered “converted” (i.e. no partition walls were installed and the 

garage door remains operable.) Another 40% of complaints resulted in the 
partition walls being removed and the garage door being reinstalled. 
Approximately 15% were found to have a previous permit legalizing the garage, 

and only two received planning approval by building replacement parking. No 
variances were found recently granting garage conversions in the Lakewood 

area. One Variance for a garage conversion at 697 Lakewood Drive was denied 
by City Council after two appeals. 
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Public Contact:  Eight notices were sent to surrounding property owners and 
residents adjacent to subject site in addition to standard noticing practice. No 

letters or comments were received. 
 
Environmental Determination: A Categorical Exemption Class 1 (minor 

changes in use) relieves this project from CEQA provisions. 
 

Zoning Administrator Hearing: On February 29, 2012 the Zoning 
Administrator heard this item. No members of the public attended the hearing. 
After receiving testimony from the property owner, the Zoning Administrator 

denied the Variance because the findings could not be met.  
 
Appeal: The property owner has appealed this decision. In the appeal letter 

(Attachment F), reference is made to the following points: 

 Approximately 20% of the homes in the neighborhood have converted 

garages.  

 The removal of one garage space does not create a parking impact on the 

neighborhood, as the owner’s two vehicles are parked on the driveway.  

 Other homes in the neighborhood have significantly more than two 

vehicles which creates a parking impact on the neighborhood.  

 Concern is expressed about how staff and the Zoning Administrator 

made the findings.  
 

Staff agrees that the parking impact from this conversion is minimal. It is not 
uncommon for homeowners to use the garage as a storage room and park on 
the driveway. The conversion of one parking space to an office would not have 

an impact different from converting one parking space to sports equipment 
storage. Staff finds that Finding #2 can be met.  

 
However, there are two primary differences in this office conversion. First, the 
conversion is permanent. Flooring, walls, and a heating system have all been 

installed. Legalizing it will add to the “living” area of the home as described by 
the City and the County Assessor’s office. In addition, converting the space into 
parking would require a more significant financial investment than removing 

stored materials.  
 

The finding that staff finds the most difficult to make is that there is something 
exceptional or extraordinary about the property or use. As described below, 
staff cannot make that finding. In order to approve a Variance, all three 

findings must be made.  
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FINDINGS   

In order to approve the Variance the following findings must be made:   

 
1. Because of exceptional or extraordinary circumstances or conditions 

applicable to the property or use, including size, shape, topography, 

location or surroundings, the strict application of the ordinance is found to 
deprive the property owner of privileges enjoyed by other properties in the 
vicinity and within the same zoning district. [Finding not met] 

 
The lot is typical for the subdivision in the Lakewood area. The lot widths 

in the area vary from 53 to 55 ft. in the nearby area (See Attachment C, 
Assessor Parcel Map).  
 

While there are legal garage conversions in the nearby area, this privilege 
does not appear to be widely shared throughout the neighborhood. Over 
85% of garage conversion complaints received in the last nine years 

resulted in the provision of two covered spaces.   
 

2. The granting of the variance will not be materially detrimental to the public 
welfare or injurious to the property, improvements or uses within the 
immediate vicinity and within the same zoning district. [Finding met] 

 
The purpose of the garage conversion requirement is to ensure that private 

properties provide adequate on-site parking. It is common for garages in 
single-family homes to be used for storage as opposed to vehicle parking. 
The site still maintains one covered parking space and two uncovered 

spaces on the driveway. 
 

3. Upon granting of the variance the intent and purpose of the ordinance will 

still be served and the recipient of the variance will not be granted special 
privileges not enjoyed by other surrounding property owners within the same 
zoning district. [Finding not met] 

 
The property owner has submitted a justification letter explaining the 

garage conversion (See Attachment D, Applicant Letter). Staff understands 
the desire for additional floor area, and agrees that converting existing 

garage area can be the most economical way to gain additional space.  
 
Staff also agrees that there are legal garage conversions in the area; 

however, this right is not shared extensively throughout the neighborhood.  
 
However, the code requires two covered spaces for single-family homes. 

Staff does not find that the intent of the code would be served by granting 
this Variance.  
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ALTERNATIVES: 

 
1. Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the Zoning Administrator to 

deny the Variance.  

2. Grant the appeal and approve the Variance with recommended Conditions 
in Attachment A. 

3. Grant the appeal and approve the Variance with modifications. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 
Alternative 1. Deny the appeal and uphold the decision of the Zoning 
Administrator to deny the Variance. 

 
 

Approved by: 

 
 
Trudi Ryan 

Planning Officer 
Prepared By:  Diana O'Dell, Senior Planner 

 

 
Attachments: 

 
A. Standard Requirements and Recommended Conditions of Approval 
B. Project Plans 

C. Assessor Parcel Map 
D. Letter from the Applicant 

E. Minutes from Zoning Administrator Hearing of February 29, 2012  
F. Appeal Letter from the Applicant 
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RECOMMENDED 
CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL AND  

STANDARD DEVELOPMENT REQUIREMENTS 
April 23, 2012 

 
Planning Application 2012-7034 

317 Hiddenlake Drive 

Variance to allow an office space within a garage 
 

The following Conditions of Approval [COA] and Standard Development 
Requirements [SDR] apply to the project referenced above. The COAs are 
specific conditions applicable to the proposed project.  The SDRs are items 

which are codified or adopted by resolution and have been included for ease of 
reference, they may not be appealed or changed.  The COAs and SDRs are 
grouped under specific headings that relate to the timing of required 

compliance. Additional language within a condition may further define the 
timing of required compliance.  Applicable mitigation measures are noted with 

“Mitigation Measure” and placed in the applicable phase of the project. 
 
In addition to complying with all applicable City, County, State and Federal 

Statutes, Codes, Ordinances, Resolutions and Regulations, Permittee expressly 
accepts and agrees to comply with the following Conditions of Approval and 
Standard Development Requirements of this Permit: 

 

GC: THE FOLLOWING GENERAL CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL AND 
STANDARD DEVELOPMENT REQUIREMENTS SHALL APPLY TO THE 

APPROVED PROJECT. 

 

GC-1. CONFORMANCE WITH APPROVED PLANNING APPLICATION: 
All building permit drawings and subsequent construction and operation 
shall substantially conform to the approved planning application, including: 
drawings/plans, materials samples, building colors, and other items 
submitted as part of the approved application. Any proposed amendments to 
the approved plans or Conditions of Approval are subject to review and 

approval by the City. The Director of Community Development shall 
determine whether revisions are considered major or minor.  Minor changes 
are subject to review and approval by the Director of Community 
Development.  Major changes are subject to review at a public hearing. 
[COA] [PLANNING]  

 

GC-2. PERMIT EXPIRATION: 
The permit shall be null and void two years from the date of approval 

by the final review authority at a public hearing if the approval is not 
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exercised, unless a written request for an extension is received prior 
to expiration date and is approved by the Director of Community 

Development. [SDR] (PLANNING)  

 

 
 

 

 

 


















