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PLANNING 
COMMISSION   

STAFF REPORT 
February 17, 2026 

 

PROJECT SUMMARY 

Application Number: 25PLN-0036 
 
Subject: Variance for Front Setback  
 
Applicant: Ernie Olsen, 204 Catherine Lane (Owner)  
    John E. Baker, Nevada City Engineering (Representative) 
 
Location/APNs: 204 Catherine Lane , Grass Valley, CA 95945 (APN: 035-370-

023), is located within the west portion of the Catherine Lane 
cul-de-sac. Roughly 0.17± miles southeast of the Sierra 
Nevada Memorial Hospital main entrance off Glasson Way, 
within the Brunswick community within Grass Valley 

 
Current Zoning/General Plan: Single Family Residential (R-1) / Urban Low Density 

(ULD) 
 
Entitlements: Variance (Major) 
 
Environmental Status: Exemption 15305, Minor Alterations in Land Use Limitations 
 
Prepared by: Vanessa Franken, Associate Planner    
 

 
RECOMMENDATION 
1. Recommend that the Planning Commission approve application (25PLN-0036) which 

includes the request to reduce the front yard setback reduction from 15-feet to 5-feet, 
which includes the following actions: 

 

a. Determine the Variance application Categorically Exempt, pursuant to Section 
15305 - Minor Alterations in Land Use Limitations, of the California 
Environmental Quality Act Guidelines (CEQA) and Guidelines, as detailed in the 
Staff Report;  
 

b. Adopt the Findings of Fact, 1 through 10, for approval of the project/ Variance 
application as presented in the Staff Report; and,  
 

c. Approve the Variance for the reduction of the front yard setback from 15-feet to 5-
feet, in accordance with the Conditions of Approval as presented in the Staff 
Report. 
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BACKGROUND  
The project parcel is zoned as Single-Family Residential (R-1). The Grass Valley 2020 
General Plan identifies the site as Urban Low Density (ULD). No specific plans, special 
designations, historic overlays, or adopted conservation plans apply to the site.  The 
property is a lot within the Spring Hill Village subdivision, which was created in 1949 
(Recorded Map - Attachment 5). 
 

The project parcel is 0.22-acres in size. The property is located within the interior of a cul-
de-sac and has a curved property frontage along Catherine Lane. Catherine Lane is a 
two-lane City maintained minor residential road. The subject property is currently 
developed with a single-family residential home, an existing shed to the rear of the home, 
an existing shed at the north corner, and an existing carport located along the southern 
corner of the property. The primary residential driveway on the property leads to the 
single-car garage in front of the house. The property has a secondary residential driveway 
that leads to the carport, both driveways stem from Catherine Lane.  
 
The property falls within a residential subdivision and is surrounded by residential uses 
with similarly sized parcels to the north, west, east, and south. These parcels are also 
developed with single-family residential homes and similar accessory structures. Utilities: 
The City of Grass Valley currently provides water/wastewater services and the current 
electricity provider is PG&E. The site is and will continue to be served by the City of Grass 
Valley Fire and Police Departments. 
 

PROJECT PROPOSAL  
The project consists of a Variance application that details a request to reduce the front 
yard setback by 66%, from 15-feet to 5-feet. The front yard setback requirement is 
established in Section 17.22.040 – Residential Zone Site Planning and Building 
Standards, Table 2-8, of Chapter 17.22 – Residential Zones. Pursuant to the development 
code, a “garage front” has a requirement of “5-feet back from street facing façade of 
primary structure”. The primary structure on the site is the single-family residence, which 
is subject to a front yard setback of 15-feet. When combined, these standards equate to 
a required 20-foot setback for the garage. 
 
The variance is requested to accommodate a proposed structure, a residential single-car 
garage with driveway, within the front yard setback area of the existing single-family 
residential parcel (Site Plan - Attachment 4). The subject property’s location within a cul-
de-sac, combined with its curved frontage along Catherine Lane results in limited usable 
front yard depth when standard setback requirements are applied.  
 
Due to the curved frontage and driveway alignment, a sight distance exhibit (Attachment 
6) was requested by the City’s Engineering Division to evaluate whether the proposed 
garage and driveway configuration would maintain adequate visibility for drivers. The 
sight distance analysis was prepared in accordance with City street design standards and 
American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials guidelines 
(AASHTO), which establish minimum stopping intersection sight distance requirements 
based on roadway classification and design speed. The submitted sight distance exhibit 
demonstrates that the proposed garage and driveway location would maintain the 

https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART2ZOALUSZOST_CH17.22REZO_17.22.040REZOSIPLBUST01
https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART2ZOALUSZOST_CH17.22REZO_17.22.040REZOSIPLBUST01
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minimum required sight distance for a driver exiting the driveway, as well as for vehicles 
traveling along Catherine Lane. Engineering Division review confirmed that the proposed 
structure would not obstruct required sight lines and would allow sufficient visibility for 
safe ingress and egress consistent with City standards for local residential roadways. 
 
No encroachment into the public right-of-way is proposed. The request is limited solely to 
a reduction of the front yard setback. No new landscape is proposed, nor is landscape 
proposed to be removed, as part of this project. 
 
ZONING AND GENERAL PLAN CONSISTENCY 
The following discussion evaluates the project’s consistency with the Grass Valley 2020 
General Plan and applicable zoning standards found within the City’s Municipal Code. 
The purpose of this section is to demonstrate that the proposed Variance is consistent 
with the City’s adopted land use framework and does not conflict with the intent of the 
General Plan or the development standards of the Municipal Code. 
 
The Grass Valley 2020 General Plan identifies the site as Urban Low Density (ULD). The 
Urban Low Density (ULD) General Plan designation is intended primarily for single 
family detached houses, although higher density single-family homes or Town houses 
could be accommodated. The ULD designation is most compatible with the following 
Zoning districts: Single Family Residential (R-1) and Two-Family Residence (R-2) 
districts. 
 
The project parcel is zoned as Single-Family (R-1) zone. The intent of the R-1 designation 
as stated within Chapter  17.22 – Residential Zones, is to accommodate neighborhoods 
of single dwellings on standard urban lots, surrounding the more densely developed city 
core. The R-1 zone is consistent with and implements the urban low density (ULD) 
general plan designation. Pursuant to Section 17.22.040 – Residential Zone Site Planning 
and Building Standards (Table 2-8), the required front yard setback for a residence in the 
R-1 zone is 15 feet. The Municipal Code further requires that a garage front be located a 
minimum of 5 feet behind the street-facing façade of the primary structure. Because the 
primary structure on the site is the single-family residence, application of these standards 
results in a combined 20-foot required setback for a garage measured from the front 
property line. 
 
The proposed variance is to reduce the front yard setback in order to accommodate a 
residential garage. All other applicable development standards are met. Residential site 
coverage is limited to a maximum of 50 percent (Table 2-8); the site plan demonstrates 
that site coverage of all structures/pavement on site would increase to approximately 35 
percent, which is within the allowable limit. In addition, Section 17.44.020.F.2.a limits each 
single-family dwelling to either one attached or detached garage per parcel. The proposed 
garage will be attached to the existing garage and complies with this requirement. All 
other standards, including building height, side and rear setbacks, site coverage, and 
maximum garage width, are met without the need for additional variance relief. 
 
 

https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART2ZOALUSZOST_CH17.22REZO_17.22.040REZOSIPLBUST01
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Variances are authorized under Section 17.72.070 – Variances and Minor Variances, 
which provides a mechanism for City consideration of requests to modify development 
standards when special circumstances related to property location, shape, size, or 
physical characteristics would otherwise deny privileges enjoyed by other properties in 
the same zoning district. Per Table 7-3, Allowable Minor Variances (#11), a request to 
decrease a front setback more than 10% “shall require the filing of a variance 
application in compliance with the section.” and “The commission shall conduct a public 
hearing on an application for a variance before a decision.”, per section 17.72.070.E.a – 
Variance. 
 
Section 17.44.020.D also states, “An accessory structure attached to the primary 
structure shall comply with all zone requirements applicable to the primary structure, 
including height limits, site coverage, and setbacks; and shall also comply with any 
applicable requirements of Subsection F.”. All other applicable requirements (height, site 
coverage, rear/side setbacks, and a garage width of no more than 25-feet) are all in 
compliance without the requested Variance. As mentioned, the property is located within 
the interior “corner” of a cul-de-sac and has an especially curved frontage along Catherine 
Lane that results in limited usable front yard depth when applying standard setback 
requirements. Approval of the variance will allow development that is consistent with the 
intent of the R-1 zoning district and the Urban Low Density General Plan designation, 
while maintaining compatibility with surrounding residential development. The proposed 
garage represents a typical residential accessory structure and would allow reasonable 
use of the property consistent with development patterns in the surrounding 
neighborhood. 
 

FINDINGS 
Section 17.72.070.F.1 – Findings Required, details required findings for Variances. 
 
1. There are special circumstances applicable to the property, including location, 

shape, size, surroundings, and topography, such as the interior curve of the subject 
property, so that the strict application of this development code deprives the property 
of privileges enjoyed by other property in the vicinity and within the same zone. 
 
The property is located within the interior “corner” of a cul-de-sac and has an 
especially curved frontage along Catherine Lane that results in limited usable front 
yard depth when applying standard setback requirements. 
 

2. The approval of the variance or minor variance includes conditions of approval as 
necessary to ensure that the adjustment granted does not constitute a grant of 
special privileges inconsistent with the limitations upon other properties in the vicinity 
and within the same zone. 

 
Section 17.44.020.F.2.a – Accessory Structures, limits each single-family dwelling to 
either one attached or detached garage per parcel. The proposed garage will be 
attached to the existing garage and complies with this requirement. A condition of 
approval has been added to require the proposed garage to be attached to the 

https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART7PLPEPR_CH17.72PEREPR_17.72.070VAMIVA
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home. The garage has been conditioned to be designed in substantial conformance 
with the existing residence. 
 

3. The granting of the application will not authorize an activity or use which is not 
otherwise expressly authorized by the zone governing the parcel of property for 
which the application is made. 
 
The approval of this application will allow the homeowner to build a garage. A 
garage is an allowed by right structure in the residential zone when a primary 
residence exists. Approval of this application does not override zoning regulations 
nor create new allowed uses. 

 
ENVIRONMENTAL DETERMINATION    
The proposed project qualifies for a Categorical Exemption pursuant to Section 15305 - Minor 
Alterations in Land Use Limitations, of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and 
Guidelines. The subject Class 5 Categorical Exemption details qualifying minor alterations as 
the following: 
a. Minor lot line adjustments, side yard and setback variances not resulting in the creation 

of any new parcel. 

 
The requested front yard setback will not result in the creation of a new parcel. 
Additionally, the project site is not located within a sensitive environmental area, would 
not result in cumulative impacts, would not have a significant effect on the environment 
due to unusual circumstances, and would not impact a scenic highway or historical 
resource. The project was routed to internal Community Development Departments and 
external agencies for review and comments. Comments received have been incorporated 
into the project as Conditions of Approval. A Notice of Public Hearing for the project was 
prepared and posted pursuant to the CEQA Guidelines and State law.  
 
FINDINGS  
The proposed project meets the required findings for Variances, per Section 
17.72.070.F.1 – Findings Required (7 – 9), to include listed standard findings. 
 
1. The Variance application (25PLN-0036) was received by the City on September 22, 

2025. 
 
2. The Grass Valley Development Review Committee reviewed Variance application 

25PLN-0036 at their regular meeting on January 27, 2026.  
 

3. The project is consistent with the applicable sections and development standards in 
the Development Code. 

 
4. The proposed use is allowed within the applicable zone and complies with all other 

applicable provisions of this Development Code and the Municipal Code.  
 
5. The proposed project is consistent with the general plan and any applicable specific 

plan. 
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6. The proposed project is allowed within the applicable zone and complies with all 
other applicable provisions of this development code and the Municipal Code; and 

7. There are special circumstances applicable to the property, including location, 
shape, size, surroundings, and topography, such as the interior curve of the subject 
property, so that the strict application of this development code deprives the property 
of privileges enjoyed by other property in the vicinity and within the same zone; 
 

8. The approval of the variance or minor variance includes conditions of approval as 
necessary to ensure that the adjustment granted does not constitute a grant of 
special privileges inconsistent with the limitations upon other properties in the vicinity 
and within the same zone; and 

 
9. The granting of the application will not authorize an activity or use which is not 

otherwise expressly authorized by the zone governing the parcel of property for 
which the application is made. 

 
10. The Development Review Committee has reviewed the project in compliance with 

the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and State CEQA Guidelines and 
recommends that the Planning Commission find the project qualifies for a Class 5 
Categorical Exemption (Section 15305 - Minor Alterations in Land Use Limitations) 
in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act and CEQA Guidelines.  
A Notice of Public Hearing for the project was prepared and posted pursuant to the 
CEQA Guidelines and State law.  

     
ATTACHMENTS 

 

1. Vicinity Map 
2. Aerial Map 
3. Universal Application 
4. Site Plan 
5. Spring Hill Village – Recorded Subdivision Map 
6. Sight Distance Exhibit 
7. Project Description 
8. Draft Conditions of Approval 
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President / CEO     Land Surveyor / Land Use Planner    Civil Engineer 
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Olsen Setback Variance 
 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
 
This application is for a Variance to the front setback for property located at 204 Catherine Lane. This 
property is zoned R-1 and has a General Plan Designation of ULD.  
 
The R-1 zoning district has a front setback of 15 feet for the building façade, and the garage must be 
located 5 feet back from the façade of the house. 
 
The frontage of this lot along Catherine Lane is nearly all on a curved portion of the Right-of-Way which 
makes it difficult to locate a garage meeting the required setback of 15 feet. The further development of 
the lot is also complicated by the location of the existing residence which was constructed in the early 
1950’s and is located approximately 5 feet from the front property line at the northwesterly corner. 
 
This application is seeking a variance to the front setback to allow for a 5-foot setback which would 
allow for the construction of the proposed garage. The front of the garage would be setback 
approximately 17.5 feet from the façade of the residence and would meet the side yard setback of 5 
feet. The proposed garage will also be setback approximately 30 feet from the edge of pavement for 
Catherine Lane. 
 
An existing shed in the Northerly portion of the property will be removed to accommodate the 
construction of the proposed garage. 
 
See the accompanying Setback Variance Exhibit for additional information regarding the project. 
 
Please direct project questions to: 
 
Project Representative:     Property Owner: 
John E. Baker      Ernie Olsen 
Nevada City Engineering, Inc    204 Catherine Lane 
505 Coyote Street, Suite B     Grass Valley, CA 95945 
Nevada City, CA 95959     (530) 277-7089 
(530) 265-6911      ernieolsen@sbcglobal.net 
john@nevadacityengineering.com    
 

mailto:john@nevadacityengineering.com
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FINAL CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 

 
 
Application Number: 25PLN-0036 
Prepared by:   Vanessa Franken, Associate Planner    
Applicant: Ernie Olsen, (Owner/Applicant). 
    John Baker, Nevada City Engineering (Representative). 
Location/APNs:  204 Catherine Lane (APN: 035-370-023). 

 

 
STANDARD CONDITIONS 
 

1. The approval date for Planning Commission review of the proposed project is 
__2/17/2026__, with an effective date of, ___3/5/2026____, pursuant to Section 
17.74.020 – Effective Date of Permit. This project is approved for a period of twelve-
months and shall expire on ___2/17/2027___, unless the project has been effectuated or 
the applicant requests a time extension that is approved by the Development Review 
Committee pursuant to the Development Code.           
 

2. The final design shall be consistent with the Development Review application, plans 
provided by the applicant, and as approved by City Council, unless modified at time of 
hearing. The project is approved subject to plans on file with the Community Development 
Department.  The Community Development Director may approve minor changes as 
determined appropriate.     
 

3. The applicant agrees to defend, indemnify, and hold harmless the City of Grass Valley in 
any action or proceeding brought against the City of Grass Valley to void or annul this 
discretionary land use approval. 
 

BUILDING DIVISION  
 

1. Prior to any work occurring, building permits shall be obtained from the Community 
Development Department, Building Division. All new construction requires building 
permits and shall conform to the most current Building Code requirements at time of 
building permit submittal.  

 
PLANNING DIVISION 

 
1. The new street facing façade of the proposed garage is required to have a façade width 

that shall not exceed twenty-five feet, per Section 17.44.020.F.2.e – Accessory 
Structures and Uses. 

https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART7PLPEPR_CH17.74PEIMTILIEX_17.74.020EFDAPE
https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART7PLPEPR_CH17.74PEIMTILIEX_17.74.020EFDAPE
https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART4STSPLAUS_CH17.44STSPLAUS_17.44.020ACSTUS
https://library.municode.com/ca/grass_valley/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT17DECO_ART4STSPLAUS_CH17.44STSPLAUS_17.44.020ACSTUS
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2. The height of the proposed attached garage is subject to that of the single-family 
residential zone, not to exceed a maximum height of 35-feet, per Section 17.44.020 – 
Accessory Structures. 
 

3. The proposed garage shall be designed to be in substantial visual conformance with the 
existing residence. To include compatibility in roof form, scale, massing, and exterior 
materials. The garage shall be architecturally subordinate to the primary residence. To 
be reviewed at time of building permit application. 

 
4. The proposed garage is required to be attached to the primary residence, to be reviewed 

at time of building permit application. 
 

5. The existing driveway associated with “Shed to be Removed”, along northerly corner of 
the property, shall be landscaped (lawn, grass, or acceptable plantings) upon removal of 
shed. An inspection of completed landscape will be required at time of final inspection 
for the garage. 

 

ENGINEERING DIVISION   
 

1. No fencing or greenery shall exceed a height of 36-inches in the front. A 10-foot 
setback from the property line, adjacent to the garage being worked on, is required; to 
include, a 10-foot setback from around the property line curve for an additional 40-feet 
from the center of the driveway, as sight distance is based on an eye height of 3-feet 5-
inches. 

 
2. The new driveway to the garage is required to be concrete or asphalt, gravel driveways 

are no longer accepted due to gravel/dirt tracking onto City streets. 
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