
February 27th, 2014

Applicant Statement
For

2610 Hillegass Avenue
Berkeley, CA  94704

Regarding:  2610 Hillegass Use Permit Application

Dear Zoning Adjustments Board,

We are applying for a Use Permit to reconfigure eight of our existing 1 bedroom apartments into more efficiently
laid out 2 bedroom apartments. This project doesn’t increase the height or the square footage of the property but
instead recognizes the changing demographics and needs for housing that have been adopted many times over in
new construction.

Up until recently, the building department has had full control over approving this type of project.  So long as it met
current building codes, a permit would be issued. However, several months back the city of Berkeley adopted the
Mini-Dorm Ordinance.  I believe the primary purpose of this ordinance was to give neighbors the right to provide
input and potentially object to projects that don’t fit in well with the neighborhood.  While I recognize the need for
this in a quiet residential street with all single family homes, I am not sure whether this was necessary for a street
like Hillegass Avenue that already has several 3-story apartment buildings on one city block.  Nevertheless, we have
submitted our Use Permit Application in accordance with this new law.

In considering whether to approve this project, you must consider all the stakeholders.

Neighbors

I would argue that reconfiguring these units have little or no impact on our neighbors.  Currently, since our 1
bedroom apartments are quite spacious we find that our residents, who are predominantly students, have three
people living in the apartment - two roommates in the bedroom and one in the living room.  When we reconfigure
the units the original bedroom usually stays the same size and remains a double and the additional bedroom is
smaller and usually becomes a single.  Because we are dealing with same size apartment, the space we use to create
this new bedroom comes from remodeling the kitchen and making the living room smaller.  Thus, the total number
of people living in these apartments typically stays the same or maybe increases by at most one person.

With respect to parking, we have found that over the past 5 years fewer and fewer students bring their cars to
campus.  With the cost of tuition, gas, insurance and housing, and their access to a free bus pass, BART and car
share programs, it is simply expensive and unnecessary.  We currently have around 15 empty parking spaces in the
building, where 5 years ago we had a waiting list. We have been charging $75 per month, but we have very few
takers.

With respect to noise, it may not seem apparent at first, but we find that these reconfigured apartments generally
reduce the number of loud parties. In traditional apartments, with larger living rooms, there is simply more space to
have a gathering that can get out of hand.  But, our living rooms are just big enough for the residents and one or two
friends. So, our residents tend to go elsewhere to party.

Our building has 23 apartments and already has 8 reconfigured units.  We rarely have gotten complaints from
neighbors, certainly no more than we did in the past.  We are very cognizant of our responsibility in the community.
So, we have a conscientious resident manager who enforces quiet hours.  I recognize that this isn’t the case at all
buildings.  But, at Premium Properties we care.  And prior to us taking over management seven years ago, the
Mohr’s ran a tight ship.  In fact, my client’s father, Gerhardt Mohr built the building.
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Our Customers/Residents

We manage a lot of property in Berkeley. At this point, we have already reconfigured around 30 apartments at
various buildings in Berkeley.  We are doing these costly projects because it is what our renters want.  Shouldn’t we
be able to provide them with a better product? As I mentioned earlier, these reconfigurations don’t tend to increase
the number of people by much.  But, they do tend to give the resident who would normally sleep in the living room
privacy.  As you can imagine it isn’t desirable to live in the living room. But, in order to keep costs down, residents
do.

Although our living rooms are smaller, we find that they are big enough for their needs.  All our residents want is a
place for a couch and possibly a flat screen TV (Though, we are finding that most of our residents now watch TV on
their laptops – Cable is too expensive).  Our residents aren’t having dinner parties or serving Thanksgiving, so they
don’t need an area to put a dining table.  Our bar seating is perfectly sufficient for unrelated people living in an
apartment with different schedules.

This building was built in the 60’s with a different type of consumer.  At that time, there weren’t microwaves to
quickly cook food.  People tended to cook larger meals.  If you are going to have a larger meal, you need more space
to eat it.  Televisions were huge and expensive.  An apartment would have one TV, which would be the focal point
of a living room.  Now, people are watching TV on their laptops and the TVs are only 4 inches thick.  You just don’t
need such a large living room anymore. This is why in many of our apartments with living rooms we find them used
as a storage room.  It is quite shocking to see.

Again, we know that what we are building is desirable because our residents are renting them faster and for more
money than our traditional apartments.  Because the reconfiguration almost always requires a new kitchen, the old
60’s kitchen gets ripped out and a much more modern looking kitchen is installed, which everyone likes.

It is important to note, that these layouts may not be what you all may prefer, but for our demographic it is perfect.

The City

The city has an interest in us doing these projects.  First and foremost, when we embark in these projects we not
only have to build walls and install a new kitchen, but the building code requires us to upgrade the unit to current
building code standards.  This includes requiring us to install new or replace old electrical subpanels and rewiring
almost the entire apartment.  Where there were ungrounded plugs we are grounding them.  This often times requires
us to bring a new ground wire to the building.  We also have to install egress windows in the bedrooms, where they
often times weren’t.  We have to hardwire smoke detectors and carbon monoxide detectors.  When walls are opened
up, we install insulation and tend to seismically strengthen the apartment.  Overall, these apartments not only
become nicer, but safer and more energy efficient. Essentially, after these projects are completed these old 60’s
tired apartments become brand new apartments with modern finishes.

The city benefits financially from these projects.  This includes all the permit fees and increase in property tax as the
cost of project is added to the basis.  Since these new units command a higher rent, business license tax revenues
increase.  Our city is always trying to do more; this is a positive source of revenue. Now with the phase two of the
soft story ordinance requiring owners to retrofit their building, these types of projects can help finance it.

Also, the city wants there to be more affordable housing.  We find that these efficient layouts allow the cost per
resident to go down, while their satisfaction goes up. Truly a win-win situation

Finally, these new layouts are no different then what the city has been approving for years in new construction.  The
reason why these developers are building in this way is because it is what their customers want.

Again, we hope that you will consider approving our plan because it is the right thing for our neighborhood and the
whole city.
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