
AGENDA ITEM NO. 10.6

CITY OF ELK GROVE
CITY COUNCIL STAFF REPORT

AGENDA TITLE: Receive an update on the Railroad Street
Property and provide direction on next
steps

MEETING DATE: June 24, 2015

PREPARED BY: Pam Johns, Special Projects

DEPARTMENT HEAD: Darren Wilson, PE, Planning Director

RECOMMENDED ACTION:

Consider the results of recent outreach efforts for the Railroad Street
property and provide direction to proceed as appropriate.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION:

On October 24, 2012, City Council discussed the purchase and use of the
4.6 acre Railroad Street property.  The site is located on the south side of
Elk Grove Boulevard in the Old Town area. Several City Council members
agreed that the property would be ideal for public use as a plaza; however,
there was some concern about additional costs incurred by the City through
such use. The Council agreed to return to a discussion on how to develop
and utilize the property after the purchase was complete. The Council
approved an Inter-Fund Loan Agreement from the Drainage Fund to the
General Fund of $1,000,000 for a ten-year term to be used for the
purchase of the property (Resolution No. 2012-183). The motion passed 3
to 1, with one member absent. City Council meeting minutes are included
as Attachment 1.

On October 26, 2012, the City executed the purchase of the property from
Union Pacific Railroad for $837,889. The purchase included a deed
restriction that prohibits residential use, day care use, and depots on the
site. The deed restriction also designates a no build area in the triangular
section in the northwest corner of the property between the railroad tracks
and Railroad Street.
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On July 11, 2013, the City Manager’s Office hosted a workshop regarding
the Railroad Street property with assistance from the Sacramento Area
Council of Governments (SACOG) and the Urban Sustainability Accelerator
at Portland State University (PSU USA). The workshop included ten City
staff and community members and a panel of two developers to discuss the
development options for the site. During the workshop, attendees agreed
that the site would be well suited for a public plaza that could support food
truck events and a farmer’s market with a potential for some mixed-use
development.

During the fall of 2013, the City conducted a citywide mail-in survey through
the International City/County Management Association and the National
Research Center. Staff provided the survey findings to the City Council at
its March 26, 2014 meeting under Agenda Item 8.9. The survey included
four questions focusing on residents’ use of and preferences for Old Town.
Excepts from The National Survey Report related to Old Town Elk Grove
are provided as Attachment 2. The survey coordinators concluded that
“residents view Old Town Elk Grove as a destination for special events.”
Elaborating further on this finding, the survey report states:

Residents would like to see new development that supports
these preferences, including spaces for outdoor concerts and
special events, activities, or events for families and dining
options. Engaging residents with these kinds of  options would
help the important community facet of Citizen Engagement.1

In the time since purchasing the Railroad Street property, the City has
authorized use of the site for several community events, including Food
Truck Mania, the Dickens’ Fair, and the Chili Festival. These events and
activities have increased public interest to have a designated community
gathering place in Old Town and desire for additional uses and
improvements to activate Elk Grove Boulevard in this location. As a result,
staff worked to gather input from a larger section of the community and
gain a better understanding of the developer perspective and interest.

Between February and April 2015, staff interviewed 15 stakeholders
representing members of community organizations, adjacent property and
business owners, and developers. Participating community organizations
included members of the Trails Committee, Old Town Foundation,

1 Elk Grove, CA Community Livability Report 2013, The National Citizen Survey, p. 13.
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Chamber of Commerce, and the Historic Preservation Committee. Four
regional mixed-use, infill, and affordable housing developers participated in
interviews. Community input is summarized below under “Results of Public
Outreach.”

In response to input collected via stakeholder interviews and developer
conversations, staff developed a conceptual site plan that parcels off the
property into three sections, one of which includes a public pavilion, green
space, and a parking lot at Grove Street. The other two parcels (one
fronting Elk Grove Boulevard and the other at the southern end of the
parcel) could be sold to private developers. The pavilion was modeled after
a pavilion in Durham, North Carolina’s Central Park and has some
similarities with the Central Park in Davis. The conceptual design imagines
the pavilion as a flexible space that could be used for food truck events,
farmers’ markets, festivals, and daily park activities. As envisioned, the
adjacent parking lot could be converted into event space for larger
occasions. This conceptual site plan is included as Attachment 3. The
parcels are referred to in this report as Parcel 1 (northern section of the
property between Elk Grove Boulevard and Grove Street), Parcel 2 (middle
section of parcel with pavilion and parking lot), and Parcel 3 (southern
portion of the property).

In May 2015, staff shared the conceptual site plan with community
stakeholders, developers, and the staff at PSU USA and requested input
and feedback. Input on the design is included below under “Public Space
Considerations.”

This is a report back to the City Council on the findings from community
outreach and additional design considerations in response to the
conceptual site plan as collected through interviews. Staff brings this report
to City Council and asks for direction on how the property should be used
and any corresponding next steps as appropriate.

ANALYSIS:

Results of Public Outreach

Community stakeholder interviews found consensus that a public plaza of
some kind was desired on the northern portion of the site to accommodate
community uses, such as Food Truck Mania and the Chili Festival. Some
envisioned that the space could be used for a farmers’ market, community
festivals, and fairs with temporary vendors. Many suggested that a stage
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would be well suited for the plaza, which could support events and help
attract more visitors to Old Town. However, a few adjacent property owners
were concerned that a public plaza may not contribute to driving foot traffic
to local businesses along Elk Grove Boulevard.

Regional infill developers agreed that the most valuable section of the
property is the frontage along Elk Grove Boulevard, which would be a
natural fit for retail and/or mixed-use development. Developers generally
supported the idea of a community gathering space, but were concerned
that it would be difficult to develop and maintain without considerable City
incentives. For the southern section of the property, a few developers
suggested live/work space or light industrial uses. The full summary of
stakeholder and developer input is included as Attachment 4.

Public Space Considerations

In response to stakeholder and developer input, staff prepared a
conceptual site plan to show how the property could be divided to
accommodate both public space for events and private development, as
detailed above (Attachment 3). Staff conducted additional stakeholder
meetings to solicit feedback on the conceptual site plan.

Outreach results demonstrate that community stakeholders are concerned
about locating the public pavilion on the central part of the site because of
the distance/setback from Elk Grove Boulevard. Input from community
stakeholders can be summarized as follows:

 Visibility and Placement – The most prevalent concern among
community stakeholders was the location of the public pavilion.
Many felt that locating the pavilion away from Elk Grove Boulevard
would be a missed opportunity to create additional energy and
activation of the corridor. There was also agreement that the public
pavilion would lack visibility from Elk Grove Boulevard and thus
might fail to attract visitors. Several suggested that it would be
better to build a pavilion closer to the Boulevard, or at least to
make it more visible from the Boulevard, through the use of
signage to help draw people in. Others were concerned about
public safety because of the potential lack of visibility. Finally,
there was some concern about the frequency and noise of the
trains.

4



Elk Grove City Council
June 24, 2015
Page 5 of 7

 Pedestrians and Bicycles – Several community members offered
comments about bicycle and pedestrian access and use, such as:
include adequate bike parking throughout the site, include bike
lanes and sidewalks or multi-use trails throughout the site,
maintain the bike route along Grove Street and incorporate
bicycles into the design of the roundabout, and maintain a
minimum 10-foot wide sidewalk around the roundabout.

 Amenities – There was general support for the placement of a
public restroom on the site of the pavilion, as shown in the
conceptual site plan. One community member suggested
incorporating a water feature, such as a fountain, that uses
recycled water, or at least to build in plumbing for a water feature
that could be activated at a later date.

 Parking – Some individuals expressed concern about the location
of the parking lot and felt that folks would not want to walk from the
parking lot to Elk Grove Boulevard.

Regional infill developers had similar concerns about the placement of a
public plaza or pavilion at the center of the property, but agreed that the
land adjacent to Elk Grove Boulevard has the highest probability of
generating revenue from retail or mixed-use development by a private
developer. However, there was concern that parceling off of the land and
the orientation of the road could make the site undesirable.

Out of the two developers who provided input on the conceptual plan, one
developer is potentially interested in Parcel 1, particularly if the City is
willing in to engage in direct negotiations in lieu of a request for proposal
(RFP) process. To date, none of the other developers contacted throughout
this process have expressed an interest in the property.

PSU USA also reviewed the conceptual site plan and made several
recommendations for ways to ensure that the public space will be regularly
trafficked and activated. Recommendations include surrounding the space
with small lots containing restaurants and/or retail, building in attractions
like a water feature, and ensuring that the open space is not so large as to
feel vacant (1 person/300 square feet maximum). The report also includes
recommendations for small lot development and building height up to four
stories (45 feet), in keeping with the Old Town character. It further
acknowledges that the site should be designed with pedestrians in mind,
noting that the design should enhance walkability along the Elk Grove
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Boulevard corridor. The report calls out some concern regarding the
configuration of the existing road and the noise from the railroad as
potentially precluding or limiting certain types of development. Finally, the
report points out that “Main Street” environments typically have better
commerce outcomes when buildings, lots, and businesses are owned
locally by those who are deeply invested in the community and thereby
recommends that the City consider dividing the site into smaller lots for
local owner-user development. The full report is included as Attachment 5.

One final public space consideration is cost. If the City decides to program
the land entirely for public use, any improvements, operation and
maintenance costs would be borne by the General Fund. While the City
could create rental space for public and/or private events, current fees for
public events (Temporary Use Permits) are not set at “full cost recovery”
levels. If the City decides to program the land for a combination of public
space and private development, the sale of property creates opportunity to
offset a portion of the initial land or public improvement costs. Additionally,
private development could create new property and sales tax revenue to
help offset General Fund costs.

City Council Input

Staff seeks Council direction on the next steps for the property, including
any preferred allocation of space for new uses.  Based upon the public
feedback to date, staff offers for consideration three possible uses of the
property as listed below and as shown in Attachment 6.

1. Exclusively public use
2. Exclusively private use
3. A combination of public and private use

In order to balance the community interest in the creation of public space
and to allow private development opportunities to enhance Old Town and
offset costs of public improvements, staff recommends a combination of
public and private use of the property. Additionally, in keeping with the
expert and developer inputs outlined in this report, staff recommends that
the Elk Grove Boulevard frontage be maintained for private development
with the direction to address the connectivity and visibility of public space
improvements through creative design solutions.
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Next Steps

Depending on City Council’s determination of the best use of the property,
there are a number of potential next steps:

1. Put the entire property on the market to sell for private development
with the goal of offsetting a portion of costs incurred.

2. Design and develop the entire property as public space. In this case,
staff recommends proceeding with the community outreach process
to further vet site designs.

3. Put a portion of the property on the market and develop the other
portion as public space. In this case, staff recommends collaborating
with a developer in creating a site design and vetting the design with
the community through additional public outreach.

4. Do nothing, but agree to revisit a discussion about the site in one
year.

If the Council directs the sale of part or all of the property (options one and
three), staff recommends City Council consider that one regional infill
developer is potentially interested in a portion of the property along Elk
Grove Boulevard, particularly if the City is willing to enter into individual
negotiations and forego the traditional RFP process. Staff is not aware of
any other interested parties at this time.

FISCAL IMPACT:

This project was included in the Fiscal Year 2014-15 Planning Department
Special Projects budget. Funding remains to finalize a conceptual site
plan. Additional development costs, including analysis under the California
Environmental Quality Act, would need to be allocated at a later date.

ATTACHMENTS:

1. Minutes of the City Council Regular Meeting – October 24, 2012
2. Excerpts from 2013 National Citizen Survey Report
3. Railroad Street Conceptual Plan – May 2015
4. Stakeholder Summary Report – April 2015
5. Elk Grove Site Review – Input from Portland State
6. Possible Property Uses
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Elk Grove Railroad Avenue Property  
STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS  
Summary Report     
 
MEMO 
April 14, 2015 

From: Nora De Cuir, PMC 

CC: Pam Johns, Andrea Nelson, Cristelle Blackford, PMC 

To: Laura Gill, City Manager 

Subject: Stakeholder Summary Report – Elk Grove Railroad Avenue Property 

 
 
SUMMARY 
 
Between March 6 and April 8, 2015, the consultant team for the City of Elk Grove’s Railroad Avenue Property 
project interviewed 15 stakeholders, representing members of community organizations, adjacent property and 
business owners, and developers. Community stakeholders have a high level of familiarity with the project site and 
represent a range of perspectives, either having lived, had a business, or been involved with a local community 
organization for between 3 and 25 years. Developer stakeholders have experience with similar projects in Elk Grove 
or in the greater Sacramento region. Only a few of the developers had direct knowledge of the site. 
 
Interviews are ongoing, and conversations with a number of developers and Historic Preservation Committee 
members are still outstanding. A full list of stakeholders, with notes on those who have not yet been interviewed, is 
available in Appendix A. 
 
The interview questions were aimed at understanding the community’s and developers’ vision for the site, including 
desired and undesired uses, opportunities, and challenges. The interviews also included questions about the 
approach to the next phase of community outreach. A full list of stakeholder questions is available in Appendix B.    
 
Key Considerations 
The stakeholder interviews raised a number of key considerations for the City to discuss before moving forward 
with the project, including: 
 

 What concessions is the City willing to make in order to make the property more attractive to 
developers? Some developers indicated that the lack of a Phase I Environmental Assessment makes the 
property risky and would likely deter developers, unless the land were very affordable or the City provided 
other incentives. Some developers thought that by providing a Phase I Environmental Assessment, the City 
could potentially ask a higher price for the land.  

 Would the City like to negotiate with a single developer or put the project out to bid? Of the four 
developers who agreed to an interview, only one suggested serious interest in the property and indicated that 
he would prefer to negotiate directly with the City instead of entering a bid. If the City does not choose to 
conduct a Phase I Environmental Assessment, there may be less interest, and negotiating with a single 
developer may be beneficial. However, if the City desires to make the process more competitive, an 
Environmental Assessment may be required.  

ATTACHMENT 4
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 Does the City want to proceed with a developer lunch and learn, despite limited interest from 
developers? Of the four developers interviewed, two were uninterested in participating in a developer panel 
and one said he might be interested.  The fourth did not respond to the question. One developer suggested 
that those who participate in the panel should be the developers who plan to submit a bid. Another 
suggested that the developer who wins the RFP should participate in a community outreach process, but a 
panel might not be the appropriate format. 

 Does the City want to proceed with community outreach or wait until a later phase in the project? 
Some developers were concerned that further community outreach should be put on hold until the City 
decides how it will proceed with the questions outlined above. Some expressed concern that holding a 
community workshop to discuss the community vision for the site (such as a public plaza) may lead to 
disappointment if desired uses are not feasible. The City may want to wait until a developer is chosen before 
holding a community event, in which case the developer could be present to present feasible concepts and 
hear community input. However, two of the four developers thought that community input was vital to the 
development of the RFP.  

 
Community Perspective  
Based on stakeholder interviews, it is clear that the community vision for the property varies somewhat significantly 
from the projects that developers perceive as feasible. Community members are primarily interested in maintaining 
public open space on the site, whereas developers would like to maximize use of the site for residential and/or retail 
use.  
 
The word cloud below represents the community vision for the property from the perspective of community 
organization members and adjacent property owners interviewed. 
 

 
 
 
Developer Perspective 
The developer outlook can be summarized as follows: 
 

 It is difficult to assess the site without the following information: cost of the land, appraisal, and results of a 
Phase I Environmental Assessment. 
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 The land fronting on Elk Grove Boulevard is ideal for retail. 
 The location in Old Town is likely a bonus, although the adjacency to the railroad is a concern. 
 Maintaining a public plaza would be difficult without subsidies or incentives. 
 Mixed-use and/or for-sale condos could work well in this location. 

 
The remainder of the report provides additional details on input collected through stakeholder interviews. 
 
DETAILS  
 
Community Organization Vision for the Property 
 
The community organizations represented by interviewees include the Old Town Foundation, Trails Committee, 
and Chamber of Commerce. The community members interviewed have been members of one or more community 
organizations for an average of 14 years.  
 
NOTE: Of the 11 community organization members contacted, 7 responded and participated in interviews. The 
project team will continue to reach out to members of the Historic Preservation Committee, for which an interview 
has not yet been conducted.  
 
Desired Uses – There was consensus among the community organization members that some kind of public plaza 
should be maintained on the northern part of the site to accommodate community uses, such as Food Truck Mania 
and the Chili Festival. Others imagined that the space could be used for a farmers market, community festivals, and 
fairs with temporary vendors. Many suggested that a stage would be well suited for the plaza, which could support 
events and help attract more visitors to Old Town. Several community organization representatives mentioned a 
desire to improve the landscaping of the northern section of the property, add benches, and make it more friendly 
for pedestrians and cyclists.  
 
Undesired Uses – Most community stakeholders agreed that although the area needs more parking, the northern 
part of the site should not be used for parking. Many thought that parking could be put in place south of Grove 
Street in addition to office buildings or other non-retail businesses. Some thought the southern part of the site could 
also accommodate some mixed-use buildings with retail on the lower levels and housing on the top floors.  
 
Contribution to Old Town – Many community stakeholders thought that although some retail could likely be 
supported if it were placed along the main street, the southern part of the property would likely not support retail 
businesses, although one community organization member thought that a restaurant might flourish there if adequate 
parking were provided. One participant suggested that a hardware store was needed in the area and might do well 
on the southern part of the site. A few thought that the site might have potential as a tech hub that could help draw 
younger professionals to the area.   
 
Historic Character – Almost all community stakeholders agreed that any new development should fit in with the 
historic Old Town character, although one community organization member did not have a strong opinion on this 
subject. Two stakeholders agreed that new development should match the old brick buildings of Old Town. One 
interviewee thought that the plaza could be developed in a way that would memorialize the historic uses of the site 
as a rail yard. Another thought that the site could be developed with a grape theme to recognize the area as a 
historic grape-growing region.  
 
Concerns – The biggest concerns were the potential noise from the railroad, attracting foot traffic to the southern 
part of the property, and providing adequate parking.   
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Adjacent Property Owner Perspectives 
When asked about what originally drew them to Old Town, adjacent property/business owners indicated that their 
interest in owning property there was driven by cost, location, and the quaint historic character. The views of the 
adjacent property/business owners are mostly aligned with the perspectives of the community organization 
members. 
 
Desired Uses – When asked what they would like to see built on the site, all of the property/business owners 
mentioned the desire to maintain some kind of plaza or outdoor amphitheater. A few mentioned that this could be 
used for a continuation of the existing food truck event, farmers markets, and other events. However, one property 
owner pointed out that the existing food truck event does not drive traffic to the existing businesses, suggesting that 
it would be better to spread the food trucks out along the street to encourage walking. Half of the interviewed 
property/business owners mentioned the need for more retail, restaurants, and cafés to help drive foot traffic. 
Another mentioned that the area needed something to enliven Old Town nightlife, such as a brewery. Almost all 
property owners (three out of four) mentioned the need for more parking but did not want to see the whole space 
taken up by a parking lot.  
 
Undesired Uses – Most (three out of four) property owners agreed that the space should not be used for a large 
commercial building or offices, citing an interest in maintaining the small (two-story) aesthetic of the area and 
raising caution about the need for additional parking to accommodate such a large use. One property owner 
thought that the space should not be used for retail because more retail could not be supported in the area. Another 
thought that the site would be a bad fit for housing. 
 
Contribution to Old Town – Two of the four adjacent property owners agreed that the site should be used in a 
way that would help encourage foot traffic around Old Town. Some ideas included adding trees and additional 
lighting, hosting events that create a fun and inviting atmosphere, and adding an Old Town banner to the area.   
 
Developer Considerations 
When asked about their development experience, two of the four interviewed developers indicated that they had 
experience building in Elk Grove. The others all have experience in the greater Sacramento region. Those 
interviewed represent an array of development types, ranging from affordable housing and infill to historic 
rehabilitation and mixed use.  
 
NOTE: Of the seven developers contacted, four responded and participated in interviews. The project team will 
continue to reach out to additional developers.  
 
Potential Uses – Several developers mentioned that the frontage along Elk Grove Boulevard would be a natural fit 
for retail. Some also suggested that small condos or mixed-use housing would be a good fit for the land south of 
Grove Street, but there was strong concern about the adjacency to the railroad. There was also concern that the 
market might not support smaller for-sale condos, considering the competition with the existing larger-scale 
housing stock. Two of the four developers were concerned that it would be difficult to maintain any part of the land 
for community use (such as a public plaza), unless the City were able to provide considerable subsidies/incentives.  
 
Positive Characteristics – Most developers agreed that the large parcel size, location in Old Town, and frontage 
along Elk Grove Boulevard are positive traits. One developer viewed the existing brick building on the site as an 
asset because of the potential for rehabilitation.  
 
Concerns – Most developers had a difficult time assessing the property without an understanding of the 
environmental condition and the price. Many are concerned about the potential need for environmental remediation 
on the site. The adjacency to the railroad is also perceived as a drawback because it would potentially limit the 
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development of housing on-site and may lead to the need for environmental remediation. A few developers 
specifically mentioned that any housing development on the site would be very difficult without some incentives. 
One developer cited a concern about traffic in the area. Several developers also suggested that parking would be 
necessary for any new housing and additional retail but might pose a challenge to profitability. Finally, although the 
developers recognized the positive traits of Old Town (historic, charming character, walkability), several expressed 
concerns about attracting people to the area. Because Old Town is not currently as bustling or built-out as other 
historic downtowns, such as Midtown Sacramento and the Folsom Historic District, several developers were 
concerned that the benefits of living in and visiting a dense, pedestrian-friendly downtown full of retail and 
restaurants have not yet been realized in Old Town Elk Grove.  
 
Compliance – Two developers (those with developments in Elk Grove) specifically mentioned positive 
experiences working with the City and therefore were not concerned about the entitlement process. Two developers 
suggested that the City should take care of as much of the pre-development work (environmental, zoning, 
entitlements, etc.) as possible in order to attract developers and ensure a smooth process. Most (three out of four) 
developers agreed that compliance with the Conceptual Master Plan for Old Town Elk Grove was not a concern 
and was an appropriate requirement. One developer, however, cautioned that this stipulation may not be 
appropriate for the portion of the property south of Grove Street.  
 
Need for Additional Information – The developers agreed that they would like to at least see a Phase I 
Environmental Assessment and would also appreciate any information about previous uses of the property, 
especially those that might suggest a need for remediation. Three of the four developers indicated that they would 
likely not consider the property unless the City provided an environmental report. Other information of interest 
included an appraisal, a map of existing infrastructure, soil and water contamination studies, and structural reports 
and floor plans for any buildings on the property. Most (three out of four) developers also mentioned that they 
would like to understand what the City wants to be build there and what types of incentives/assistance the City can 
offer to make such a development possible.  
 
Interest in the Property – All of the developers indicated that it was difficult for them to make an assessment 
without knowing the cost of the property, although one of the four interviewed developers expressed considerable 
interest in the site and another expressed potential interest. There was general agreement that the City could 
demand a higher price for the land if some of the environmental studies (and potential remediation) were taken care 
of in advance. One of the developers mentioned a desire for flexibility and a chance to negotiate details directly with 
the City, instead of bidding against other developers. 
 
Suggestions for Community Engagement 
 
Community organization members suggested the following tactics for community outreach: 

 Reach out to members of the Historical Society. 
 Engage the community at events in the plaza, such as the Chili Festival, Food Truck Mania, Dickens Fair, or 

Antique Trailer Show and Concert. 
 Promote events and keep the community updated via posters in the Old Town kiosks, e-mail, the City 

website, newsletters (City newsletter, Chamber of Commerce newsletter), and the Elk Grove Citizen. 
 
Developer feedback on outreach can be summarized as follows: 

 Two of the developers thought it would be best to wait until after the environmental reports are completed 
before conducting additional community outreach. They warned that engaging the community in the 
discussion before key environmental studies were conducted would be misleading and could lead to 
disappointment. 
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 The other two developers thought it was important to continue with community outreach now in order to 
understand what residents would like to see on the site and to incorporate this valuable information in the 
RFP. 

 One developer provided the names of other Sacramento area developers who might be interested in the site.  
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APPENDIX A – Stakeholders 
 
 
Interviews were conducted with 15 stakeholders representing committee members, adjacent property or business 
owners, and developers. The names and affiliations of all stakeholders are listed below. Note: Those in gray text 
have not yet been interviewed.  
 
Community Organization Members 

 Tal Crump, Old Town Foundation 
 Jay Hyde, Old Town Foundation 
 Mark Mendenhall, Trails Committee 
 Mark Doty, Trails Committee 
 Howard Sihner, Historic Preservation Committee 
 Angela Perry, Chamber of Commerce 
 Paula Maita, Chamber of Commerce 

 
Adjacent Property/Business Owners 

 David Cava, Cava/Faulkner Attorneys at Law 
 Ann Nottnagel, Old Town Elk Grove Investments 
 Kelley McClain, Pomegranate 
 Sharon Groesbeck, Durham Stabilization, Inc. 
 Frank Leal, owner of Durham Stabilization, Inc. property 

 
Developers 

 Randy Sater, Stonebridge Properties LLC 
 John Hodgson, Hodgson Company 
 Ali Youssefi, CEY Development 
 Bay Miry, D&S Development 
 Meea Kang, Domas 
 Kipp Blewett, Rubicon Partners 
 Jeremy Bernau, Bernau Development Corporation 
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APPENDIX B – Stakeholder Interview Questions 
 

Stakeholder Questionnaire – Community Organizations 
Introductory Questions 

1. How long have you been involved in [Old Town Foundation/Disability Advisory 
Committee/Chamber/Historic Preservation Committee/Trails Committee]? 

Property Development Questions 
1. Have you thought about what could be built on the site (e.g., restaurants, offices, retail, housing, 

employment opportunities)? Can you briefly describe what this would look like/how it would work? 
2. What do you think shouldn’t be developed on the site? 
3. What could be a challenge to developing the site? 
4. How could a new development contribute to Old Town? 
5. What is missing from the local economy? Do you think a new development could help meet this need? 
6. How do you think a new development could contribute to Old Town’s historic character? 

Community Engagement 
The following questions will help us to engage the community in the process: 

1. Are there any upcoming community events in Old Town that are well attended? 
2. Are you aware of other groups that are interested in a specific land use on the property? 
3. What methods are best for sharing project updates and promoting events to community members? 
4. How would you like to receive project updates? 

Additional Information 
1. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Stakeholder Questionnaire – Developers 
Introductory Questions 

1. Please tell me briefly about your experience working in Elk Grove.  

Property Development Questions 
1. Given your review of the project information sheet, did anything catch your eye that is either positive or 

negative? 
2. What type of development, in your opinion, would be appropriate for Old Town Elk Grove and specifically 

the Railroad property? 

 What is economically feasible? 

 What land uses would the property include? 
3. What challenges are common to Old Town Elk Grove? 
4. What are the property’s most valuable characteristics? What concerns do you have about the property’s 

characteristics? 
5. Are there specific code issues that present challenges for development? What about for the entitlement 

process? 
6. The development will need to comply with the Conceptual Master Plan for Old Town Elk Grove 

Boulevard, which states: Preserve “small town main street” character (CMP, p. 10) through “definition of 
the public open space through the placement of buildings” and “streetscape improvements.” Do you 
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anticipate issues related to this requirement? (Please note that there are streetscape improvements in place 
now.) 

7. Are there environmental tests that you would like to have done on the property? 
8. What do you look for when purchasing a property to develop? 
9. Would you be interested in developing the site? Why or why not? 

Community Engagement Questions 
1. We are conducting community outreach as a part of this process. Are there any questions you would like us 

to ask the community so that you can develop the best plan for the property? 
2. In addition to the property sheet, what else would you want to know before deciding to purchase the 

property? 
3. We are planning a panel discussion about infill development in small, old town areas in the Sacramento 

region with community members. We see this as an opportunity for you to hear more firsthand from 
community members. It will be a purely educational experience and will not focus on the property. Would 
you be interested in participating? What dates work best for you? 

Additional Information 
1. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Stakeholder Questionnaire – Adjacent Property Owners 
Introductory Questions 

1. How long have you owned this property? 
2. What attracted you to owning a property in this area? 
3. What brought you to Old Town? 

Property Development Questions 
1. Have you thought about what could be built on the site (e.g., restaurants, offices, retail, housing, 

employment opportunities)? Can you briefly describe what this would look like/how it would work? 
2. What do you think shouldn’t be developed on the site? 
3. What could be a challenge to developing the site? 
4. How could a new development contribute to Old Town? 
5. What is missing from the local economy? Do you think a new development could help meet this need? 

Community Engagement Questions 
The following questions will help us to discuss and refine the public outreach strategy. 

1. Are there any upcoming community events in Old Town that are well attended? 
2. Are you aware of other groups that are interested in a specific land use on the property? 
3. What methods are best for sharing project updates and promoting events to community members? 
4. How would you like to receive project updates? 

Additional Information 
1. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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OVERVIEW

Civilis Consultants and the Urban Sustainability Accelerator at Portland State University 
(PSU USA) have been given preliminary site plans and visioning documents for vacant land 
in Elk Grove for review and comment (the study area).

The site is located directly adjacent to the rail tracks, and is literally in the heart of Old 
Town, with desirable frontage on Elk Grove Blvd.  

The purpose of this memo is to review the plan below, and provide feedback as it relates 
to maximizing economic opportunity, interconnecting Elk Grove Blvd on either side of the 
railroad tracks, encouraging activity and foot traffic, as well as contributing positively to the 
experience of being in Old Town.  Civilis Consultants’ comments are contained in the body 
of this memo, and the PSU USA comments are contained in Appendix A.
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SITE CHARACTERISTICS/FINDINGS

General Study Area Findings
1.  The railroad, coupled with the empty lot along Elk Grove Blvd, creates a pedestrian 
black hole that is discouraging people on either side of the tracks to frequent the half of 
Old Town on the other side of the rail line. This type of physical division has a tremendous 
impact on Main Street economies because money is made through the cross pollination 
between businesses by pedestrians. Essentially, anything that impedes pedestrian circula-
tion is bad for business.

2.  The most valuable parts 
of the study area, from a de-
velopment perspective, are 
the northern portion, along 
Elk Grove Blvd, and then the 
eastern half of the lots, fur-
thest from the tracks, in that 
order.  The least valuable are 
the southern portion and the 
western portion of the lots.

3.  The existing road through 
the site is not optimally con-
figured to take advantage of 
the more valuable lots, namely 
those to the north and the east 
part of the study area. 

4.  Rail can be loud and can 
preclude certain types of uses, 
or make them less desirable.  
Also, there may be agreements 
in place with the railroad that 
would make residential devel-
opment not permissible.

5.  There is an historic ware-
house building directly adjacent 
to the south of the study area 
that could be rehabilitated and 
contribute to this hub.

1.

2.

3.
4.

5.

Courtesy of Google Maps
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Public Space

There is a misnomer that public space is 
as simple as “build it and they will come.”  
The United States is littered with public 
spaces that exceed a place’s ability to 
activate them.  A city should never en-
gage the public in discussions about the 
desire for public spaces without educa-
tion about what makes them successful.

Common public space mistakes include:  

⪢⪢ A plaza that is too large.  (A 
Pattern Language estimates 
about 1 person/300 SF  of 
public space.  In other words, 
if you do not regularly have 
one person per 300 square 
feet in a plaza, it will appear 
inactive and sort of creepy.  Following this logic, a public plaza space that is 
roughly 10,000 SF would require roughly 33 people to congregate there all day/
every day for it to feel like an active and engaged addition to Old Town.  How 
often do 33 people routinely congregate and hang out in locations on the streets 
of Old Town for no reason?  If the answer is not frequently, you want to be care-
ful about creating a single-use public space.)

⪢⪢ A public space that requires too much event planning.  It is very common for cit-
ies to create public space that exceeds its budget ability to activate it.

⪢⪢ Lack of grade change on the site.  We want to see, and be seen in a public 
plaza space, so having a dead flat, hardscaped plaza does not support the idea 
that you should be creating stages and viewing areas. 

⪢⪢ Lack of a day-to-day draw.  A fountain.  Food service.  Performances.  In Elk 
Grove Public outreach, people mentioned wanting a space for specific events, 
but those would account for a small fraction of the days and hours that the 
public space would be available.  In the meantime, does it sit fallow except for a 
few events?  If so, it is not a net asset for the district economically, or in terms of 
building long-term brand.   

⪢⪢ Lack of active edge uses.  Public space next to a rail line and roads/parking 
will not be successful without creating opportunities for a lot of activation on 
the public space’s edges.  A particular focus should be recruiting food uses.  In 
maker space, that might be food manufacturers that have a restaurant/store 
showroom.

A ~3,100 SF plaza, lined with attractive shops and restaurants, 
that needs only about ten people to feel active. Ten is doable!
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Plaza Image Successes/Challenges

• Located in historic downtown Oakdale, CA
• Adjacent to new civic center.
• Has not been rented/used as frequently as the city anticipated and has not 

been a revenue generator.
• Has become a gathering place for homeless citizens.
• Classic case of locating a plaza near a place that has no outward facing uses 

directly adjacent.
• Does not contain any day-to-day draw.  

• Located in historic downtown Gresham, OR.  
• Very large plaza that is largely inactive outside of a few big events.
• Managing this was supposed to be the responsibility of a non-profit, but it 

was not able to function and support itself, so management of the plaza has 
defaulted back to the city.

• Not located next to anything immediately active on its edges.
• Does not contain any day-to-day draw.  The city is exploring installing a 

water fountain.

• Located in downtown Portland, OR.  This plaza sports a water feature/foun-
tain, a large outdoor chess set, an intriguing light show in the evenings built 
into a pavilion, an on-site restaurant, grade changes/zones in the plaza, and 
daily events.

• Plaza is adjacent to very active uses and a high density population.
• Even in the densest area of the entire State, and even with all of the built-in 

draws, this plaza requires the constant management and presence of a 
Parks employee to activate and discourage undesirable uses.  This is usually 
beyond the budget capacity of a smaller city.  

Successful Public Spaces Need Frequent Crowds of People
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Study Area Plan Findings
 
I will echo some of the same themes 
contained in Robert Liberty’s write up 
of the proposed development found 
in Appendix A, attached.  (Numbers 
below correspond to the graphic on 
this page.)

1.  This development plan follows 
the existing path of the road, which 
breaks up the frontage on Elk Grove 
Blvd, and eats into the valuable 
eastern portion of the study area as 
well.  The curved nature of the road 
is pleasant though, and could be a 
feature.  Is there a requirement to 
keep the road where it is, or is this 
malleable?

2.  The scale that makes Old Town 
special is smaller lot development, 
primarily with approximately 5,000 
SF buildings.  It is curious that public 
outreach addressed height, but not 
lot size.  The reality is that the inten-
sity of change that occurs between 
small structures is what makes the 
experience of Old Town unique, and 
that changes about every 50 feet!  
Creating a three-quarter acre devel-
opment site will not add to that brand 
and experience.  In fact, small lot 
buildings are often more effective at maintaining the character, than restricting height.  This 
is a district that could support 3 or 4 story development without any reduction in character. 

3.  A parking lot is located along some of the most valuable frontage on the east portion of 
the study area.  

4.  This plan requires larger developers, possibly people who live outside the area, to com-
plete projects.  Main Street environments with local ownership typically have better out-
comes/commerce because decisions are made by locals who are heavily invested in the 
community, versus an accountant sitting in an office in the next county or the next state.  
This is particularly true with owner users.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Proposed Development Plan for Study Area
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RECOMMENDATIONS/STUDY CONSIDERATIONS

The study area presents a unique opportunity to accomplish the following goals:

⪢⪢ Create more activity in Old Town.

⪢⪢ Offer development opportunities to a wide variety of local business owners.

⪢⪢ Provide space for public, outdoor uses.

Recommendations below will be organized into two sections:  1) Retaining the road in its 
present location; and 2) Moving/changing the road.

Use the Existing Road

Courtesy of Google Maps

Parking/Event

Angle Parking
Retail

Creative Office/
Live-Work

Maker Space/
Light Industrial
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Local Economic Development/Lot Sizes

As you can see on the previous page’s 
illustration, I have divided the sites up 
into smaller lot development opportuni-
ties, closer to the 5,000 to the 10,000 
SF range.

Cities that control catalyst sites have a 
tremendous amount of influence over 
who will benefit from the development 
of those sites based on how these sites 
are divided, and by the code and policy 
that will be applied to them.  The study 
area in Elk Grove is no exception.  The 
city should explore dividing the site into 
smaller lots for local owner-user de-
velopment.  The city could work with 
preferred lenders to put together SBA 
loans and TI loans, and collaborate with 
small local business owners who will 
occupy 50% of these small buildings to 
develop a hub of activity south of Elk 
Grove Blvd.

These hubs typically attract people who are more likely to live nearby and bike/walk to 
work, versus drive and park.  These users are engaged and involved in the community, 
which would make the Old Town area more successful through active ownership.  These 
users create more vitality by concentrating many interesting small businesses in one place, 
as opposed to placing just a few larger uses.

In short, a small-lot hub would marry with the type of development that makes Old Town 
special, and would become an incubator for innovation and entrepreneurship.  

Height 

I wouldn’t worry about height as much as lot size in 
preserving character.  This is a district that could easily 
absorb 45 foot high buildings.  Building height could be 
stepped down—45 feet to the north, west, and south, 
and then stepped down where it is closer to single family 
homes to the east. 45 Foot High Retail/Creative Office Infill

Wood Frame Retail/Residential Small Lot Infill Example
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Zoning/Use

In general, I would be flexible with uses and focus more on form.  From north to south, the 
uses in the study area, as shown on page 7, should generally segue from Retail to Indus-
trial as follows:

⪢⪢ Retail

⪢⪢ Creative Office/Live-Work

⪢⪢ Maker Space/Light Industrial

These kids of spaces will often change dramatically over time.  Live-Work space becomes 
retail.  Maker space becomes creative office, etc.  This is the sort of energy and cross polli-
nation you want to encourage.  Examples of new infill construction and adaptive reuse with 
the scale and finish of space you want to accomplish are shown below.  So allow for this 
flexibility through your zoning code.

New
Retail

New 
Creative Office/

Live-Work

Adaptive Reuse
Maker Space/

Light Industrial
Courtesy of the Bindery Annex
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Parking/Event Space

First, a note about parking require-
ments.  I would waive all the normal 
parking minimums in this catalyst zone, 
and have each project contribute a little 
to the development of the dual purpose 
event/parking space in return for be-
ing able to have more lot coverage with 
individual buildings.  The parking should 
be shared between the catalyst project 
buildings.

As you will see in the PSU USA memo 
in the attached Appendix, it makes a 
lot of sense to create a space that serves two purposes:  parking and event space.  Above 
right see an example of this type of space from Lancaster Boulevard in Lancaster, Califor-
nia.   Also, opportunities for adding angle parking along the road near the rail track should 
be explored as well.

Change the Road

So as not to repeat the PSU USA work in Appendix A, I will only add a few notes: 

⪢⪢ I would follow the same advice in the previous section as to lot size, height, zon-
ing/use, and combined parking/event space.

⪢⪢ I concur that the best place for the new road would be along the railroad tracks 
because the western area of the catalyst site is the least valuable portion of the 
land. 

CONCLUSION

Old Town Elk Grove is a wonderful treasure that the catalyst site can improve if it mirrors 
the type of form, scale, and business currently found there, and which make it a special 
and successful place.

If done correctly, this could be a catalytic hub that would generate activity, innovation, and 
cross pollinate the makers in Elk Grove, and in the process, attract new ones to the city!

Moule & Polyzoides Project, Lancaster, CA
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APPENDIX A: PSU USA MEMO

 

!
!

!
TO:  Michele Reeves 
FROM:  Robert Liberty 
DATE:  May 18, 2015 
RE:  Comments on Elk Grove Catalyst Site Draft Site Plan 
Copy:  Greg Chew !
Elk Grove’s draft site plan focuses on and is defined by Railroad Avenue, which is 
retained in its current alignment and, judging from the site design image, improved by 
repaving, construction of a sidewalk and planting of trees and possibly other landscaping.   

Although parking and two parcels for resale are shown, the draft site plan does not show 
the location of potential buildings. 

The site design wastes much of the key frontage on Elk Grove Boulevard on an access 
road.  It cuts the property into small and not very usable parcels.   Most of the road is in 
very poor repair, so the difference in cost between repair and replacement is probably 
very small.  

I have prepared four alternate site plans in PowerPoint, based on the following 
principles: 

• Provide for a small plaza on Elk Grove Boulevard along with permanent structures for 
small retail outlets that can activate the space. 

• Assume a progression of uses moving south from Elk Grove Boulevard that reflect 
both diminishing pedestrian access and the shift in nearby uses.  That progress would 
be to focus retail on the northern segment near Elk Grove Boulevard, professional 
services in the middle section, and light-industrial or “maker spaces” in the southern 
end. 

• Create larger, more usable parcels.  

• Buffer the rest of the site from the trains either with buildings or parking and the 
access road. (Sound-proofing has made great strides judging from new housing now 
being built close to freight tracks.) 

• If parking is provided toward the north of the site, design it to be adaptable to public 
uses on weekends or for special events in the evening.  This can be done by using a 
combination of nice landscaping (including rain gardens), pavers and lighting.  

The variations in the site plans reflect different treatments of access and parking.  

!
College of Urban and Public Affairs 
Nohad A. Toulan School of Urban Studies and Planning  

Urban Sustainability Accelerator 
506 SW Mill St. | Urban Center Bldg. 320B P.O. Box 751   
Portland, OR 97201 Portland, OR 97207-0751 

o: (503) 725-4042 rliberty@pdx.edu 

c: (503) 313-9567 www.pdx.edu/sustainability-accelerator 
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Illustration of parking lot that can be 
used as an attractive event space.
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Illustration of parking lot that can be 
used as an attractive event space.
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Illustration of parking lot that can be 
used as an attractive event space.
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Illustration of parking lot that can be 
used as an attractive event space.

Illustration of landscaping next to a rail line, Ardenwood Park & Ride on BART 
in Fremont California
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