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MEMO 
To:   Delo Freitas, Program Coordinator, City of Arcata 

From:   Lisa Wise Consulting, Inc. and GHD 

Date:   February 20, 2026; Revised May 4, 2026 

Subject:  Arcata Code Update: Stakeholder Interview Summary Memo 

 

As part of the community outreach for the City of Arcata Zoning Code Updates, the project consultant 
team, led by Lisa Wise Consulting, Inc. (LWC), conducted interviews with key community stakeholders. 
The interviews were intended to help the team better understand local challenges, needs, and 
opportunities that may not be effectively gathered in a public setting nor available in reports, studies, 
or documents. 

The City identified and contacted potential subject matter experts (local architects, draftspersons, 
builders, etc.)with knowledge of and interest in design, planning and development in the City of Arcata. 
LWC then set up interviews and conducted a total of six individual or small group interviews with a 
total of nine individuals. The interviews were conducted on February 3rd and 4th, 2026, via Zoom 
videoconference and lasted at least 30 minutes each. At the beginning of each session, the consultant 
team spent a few minutes introducing the project and interview session with the following 
information: 

• Project Objectives: The project is an update to the City of Arcata Zoning Code (Municipal Code 
Title 9) to better align development standards and procedures with adopted plans and policies, 
particularly General Plan (GP) 2045. The update will lead to regulations that are transparent, easily 
understood, and consistent with State law.  

• Purpose of Interviews: The purpose of the interview is to give the planning team greater insight 
into the highest priority considerations for the Code Update from the perspective of stakeholders, 
including code-users and those knowledgeable about real property development in the City.  

• Confidentiality: Results from the interviews will be reported in an aggregate form where 
comments cannot be attributed to an individual. Participation is voluntary and participants can 
stop the interview at any time.  

• Format: The interview will take about 30 minutes and consists of six questions. There are no right 
or wrong answers and all input is valuable. 

Below is a record of responses that the consulting team recorded during the stakeholder interviews 
and which will help inform the upcoming Draft Code Update. Following the responses is a summary 
of major takeaways and areas of consensus from the interviews.  
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Stakeholder Responses 

1. What is your role(s)/relationship with the City (e.g., employee, resident, property owner, 
business owner, developer, nonprofit, elected or appointed official, etc.)?   

Interviewees included local property owners, business owners, developers, architects, designers, 
planners, and contractors. Those involved in development in Arcata had experience in residential as 
well as commercial projects. Separately, the team interviewed staff members from City departments 
outside of the Community Development department.  

2. Tell us about your experience navigating and using the Arcata Land Use Code.  

Most interviewees had recent experience navigating and using the Arcata Land Use Code. However, 
some interviewees explained that, instead of relying solely on the Code, they typically contact City 
planners before beginning projects, to ensure they have all the information they will need. One 
interviewee, for example, prefers to receive applicable code sections via email and review them 
individually. Another preferred to check with planners so they don’t miss small nuances and/or 
frequent legal changes (e.g. ADU). 

City staff noted that while users are generally familiar with the Code, some questions and issues 
remain. These include: 

• It is sometimes unclear when a building qualifies as historic. 

• There are inconsistencies between the Building Code and the Zoning Code. 

• The Land Use Code includes many standards that are typically reviewed by authorities outside of 
the Planning Department, and, in some cases, related standards are located outside of the Land 
Use Code. This can necessitate internal referrals, questions and prolonged reviews that end up 
delaying determinations. Some examples include: 

o The detailed grading standards of Chapter 9.64 Grading, Erosion and Sediment Control, are 
reviewed Planning and Environmental Services. 

o Standards for tree removal (Chapter 9.58) and for environmentally sensitive habitat areas 
(Chapter 9.59) are reviewed by Environmental Services. 

o Standards for waste, waste enclosures, and waste-reduction requirements, located in Chapter 
9.54, Resource Conservation are reviewed by Environmental Services. Related standards in 
Title V Sanitation and Health, Chapter 3 Solid Waste Management, are also reviewed by 
Environmental Services. 

3. What parts of the Code work well? Consider permitting, uses, ensuring building 
(particularly infill) fit in with exiting context, specific development or design standards, 
overall code organization/usability.  

Interviewees noted the following positive aspects of the current Land Use Code: 

• The Land Use Code is generally robust and detailed and intuitive to follow.  
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• Chapter 9.59 (Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas Protection and Preservation) is up to date 
and meets the needs of City staff.  

• Definitions are helpful in Code enforcement. 

• One interviewee found it helpful that the design-related standards were grouped together. 

• Interviewees appreciated that elected and appointed officials have been more supportive of 
housing in recent years, making development in Arcata easier now than five years ago.  

• Some interviewees liked the Gateway Code for its flexibility.  

4. What are the most significant challenges or barriers you’ve faced with the Code, and how 
would you like to see it improved? Considering permitting, uses, ensuring buildings 
(particularly infill) fit in with existing context, specific development or design standards, 
overall code organization/usability.  

Interviewees noted the following challenges and opportunities for improvement related to general 
Code usability: 

• The requirements for Design Review are not always clear at the beginning stages of projects. 

• The maps that the Zoning Code refers to can be difficult to find and confirm the most up to date 
version (i.e. website has multiple versions).  

• The Land Use Code is specific in the wrong way. It provides specific standards (particularly related 
to grading) that conflict with other codes (e.g. Fire Code). Elsewhere, the Code provides subjective 
standards that are hard to enforce, objective standards would be better.  

• The Land Use Code should be updated and consistent with applicable State laws. 

• Currently, each performance standard is in its own section, requiring an expert-level familiarity 
with the Code to find all required standards. It would be helpful to consolidate these standards 
into one section. 

• Aspects of the Land Use Code are in direct conflict with the Building Code. Specifically, the ratios 
for live-work development are opposite in the Land Use Code and Building Code. 

• Existing design standards are too subjective. New design standards should maintain existing 
features that are characteristic of Arcata. 

Interviewees noted the following challenges and opportunities for improvement related to specific 
standards in the Code: 

• The Land Use Code lacks specificity for performance standards.  

• The Land Use Code should provide consistent calculation and rounding standards, particularly 
related to partial numbers of residential units.  

• Tree preservation standards should be updated and streamlined in terms of location/where 
standards are found. 

• Grading standards, which are not typically included in Zoning Codes, are too specific and can be 
redundant.  



983 Osos Street, San Luis Obispo, CA 93401 | (805) 595 1345 | lisawiseconsulting.com | 4 

• The Code’s requirement for cubic square footage of lockable storage space is excessive and 
perhaps unnecessary.  

• Standards relating to signage are very restrictive.  

• The Code should support modern housing development with smaller units and less required open 
space. Open space requirements on multi-family projects are outdated. The standards restrict 
how buildings are designed and do not match modern residential developments.  

• If public parks are within walking distance, on-site open space requirements should be reduced.  

• The reduction of parking standards in Arcata’s downtown core is not realistic. The goal of reducing 
parking is difficult to reconcile with multi-family housing properties. Parking is an ongoing issue 
with development in Arcata. 

• Requirements for covered bicycle parking are excessive. Most people bring their bicycles inside, 
so the covered spaces end up being a waste of space.  

In terms of architectural style, interviewees offered the following: 

• Some interviewees like the way buildings look in Arcata now, highlighting bright colors, wood 
features, and Victorian craftsman-style design and materials.  

• There’s a tendency to make new development look historic. Instead of trying to recreate past 
styles, we should embrace 21st Century styles of architecture. The Code should be forward-
thinking and allow creativity by developers/applicants! 

• The Land Use Code should ensure that additions to older structures (not necessarily registered 
historic) are allowed to look the same as the original structure for consistency.  

Interviewees offered the following input on the review and permitting process: 

• Requiring a Zoning Administrator approval for low-rise buildings limits “missing middle” 
development.  

• Neighborhood Conservation Areas (NCAs) allow too much neighborhood input. The NCAs are too 
subjective, and new development should not have to match existing architectural styles. 

• The Design Review Committee has not always been able to weigh in constructively on design.  

• The Land Use Code should remove discretion for some decisions. Some projects bring about lots 
of internal discussion and result with unpredictable “rogue” determinations, causing feelings of 
risk and uncertainty for developers.  

• Applicants have faced multiple Planning Commission and City Council meetings for controversial 
projects. Additionally, committees make conflicting recommendations that have further stalled 
projects.  

• The Land Use Code should allow developers to negotiate trade-offs with development standards, 
particularly those related to open space. These negotiations could allow developers to provide 
less private open space in exchange for enhanced group open space, such as a community garden.  

• The Land Use Code should provide more certainty and make it easier to understand the 
development standards. If possible, it should be easy to find all applicable information at the 
beginning of a project.  
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• Applicants should be able to anticipate their impact fees related to traffic, street, and sewer 
infrastructure. That would make the process more predictable for applicants.  

5. A second phase of the project will focus on the Valley West area and establish a set of zoning 
regulations specifically for that area. How do you envision Valley West changing in terms 
of built form? Uses? 

Interviewees noted the following regarding the Valley West area: 

• Currently, Valley West is car-oriented and not walkable. The area is far from other walkable areas 
of Arcata and has poor connectivity to other areas of the City. There are only two ways in and out 
of the neighborhood, causing concerns for additional traffic in the area. A transportation hub, 
rather than just a bus stop, would help connectivity. 

• The area could be good for tourists because of access to highways 299 and 101.  

• Valley West is a lower-rent part of Arcata and has existing supportive housing. It would be nice to 
see more apartments. Taller buildings could work in this neighborhood.  

• While the City is undergoing a park restoration in the area, Valley West could benefit from more 
green space. The green space should be accessible via walkways and link to other amenities in the 
neighborhood.  

• Valley West could include more residential, storefront, and retail space in the historically light 
industrial part of Arcata. Additional flexibility for allowing residential and retail space would allow 
developers to build a local community area.  

• New development in Valley West should be smaller-scale to support a walkable environment. 

• Valley West functions well the way it is. Is there room in Valley West for additional growth? 

• Missing middle housing is lacking in Arcata and Valley West would be a good candidate for these 
kinds of housing units. The standards should address height limits as residents in single-family 
homes do not want to be neighbors to large buildings.  

• The City should consider annexing property west of Tractor Supply to include in the Valley West 
area.  

• Consider alternative opportunities with the hotels and shopping mall.  

6. Is there anything else you’d like to add? 

Interviewees provided the following additional comments: 

• The standards for placement of residential buildings in mixed-use zones are too restrictive.  

• Some development projects are not feasible if a certain amount of commercial space is required. 
Required commercial spaces are frustrating when there is so much vacant commercial space in 
downtown Arcata.  

• Recommendations for community engagement strategies include bottom-up tactics that originate 
within the community itself.  
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• The Gateway form-based code makes it difficult to build additions onto existing structures. Any 
future form-based code in Arcata should consider how existing structures are impacted by new 
standards and how new standards will impact the surrounding neighborhoods.  

• Planning Commission and City Council should be trained on the new Land Use Code once it’s 
adopted to ensure proper implementation.  

• Arcata has a rural identity, so green space is expected and wanted in the city.  

• All participants were available for additional questions and would be interested in information on 
additional engagement events.  

Major Takeaways 
The stakeholder interviews revealed a number of challenges related to the Arcata Land Use Code and 
provided suggestions based on participants’ experiences working in the City.  

Overall, interviewees found the Land Use Code to be generally robust, detailed, and intuitive to follow. 
Some stakeholders identified specific areas of the Code that were working well (Chapter 9.59) and 
appreciated the organization of design standards and definitions. The interviewees were also pleased 
with the growing support for housing from elected and appointed officials in recent years.  

Stakeholder-identified challenges with the Land Use Code focused on development standards, 
conflicts with other codes, vague standards, and design standards. Issues with development 
standards centered on open space requirements, private storage space, bicycle parking, and vehicle 
parking.  

Interviewees also felt that the Code is overly prescriptive for some topics, leading to conflicts with the 
Building Code, Public Safety, or other authorities. At the same time, stakeholders noted that design 
standards are too subjective, provide little guidance, and cause confusion with the Design Review 
Committee, Planning Commission, or City Council. In general, stakeholders expressed that the Code 
should reduce risk and uncertainty, arguing that the more formulaic and predictable the Code, the 
easier it will be for applicants to use. Predictability would encourage development.  

When asked about the Valley West neighborhood in Arcata, many interviewees noted the area’s car 
dependence, lack of walkability, and poor connectivity to other parts of the City. One stakeholder 
recommended a transportation hub in the area to improve connectivity. Stakeholders also identified 
Valley West as an area that could include additional residential, storefront, and retail space. The 
neighborhood may also be a good candidate for missing middle housing units, provided new 
development does not create impacts for adjacent sensitive uses (i.e., single-family homes). 
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