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issues, surveyed area resi-
dents on what local issues 
they were most concerned 
about, housing affordabili-
ty came out on top – ahead 
of  other pressing con-
cerns like transportation, 
economic opportunity and 
open space preservation. 

As a result of  that re-
sponse, Sustainable Sono-
ma in 2019 held a “learn-
ing lab” where a panel of  
community stakeholders 
voiced their priorities and 
points of  view on how to 
improve the Valley’s hous-
ing situation. 

“With a cross-sector 
voice,” summarized Sus-
tainable Sonoma’s director 
Caitlin Cornwall of  the 
Sonoma Ecology Center, 
“action is possible where it 
wasn’t before.” 

Meanwhile, the City of  
Sonoma held three town 
halls on housing, to edu-
cate and inform residents 
of  the civic issues. The 
three workshops each had 
a focus – Learn, Discuss, 
and Explore, respectively. 
The workshops educated 
attendees on common 
housing parlance – like the 
difference between inclu-
sionary and market-rate 
affordable housing – while 
exploring the landscape 
of  housing development, 
both public and private, 
and brainstormed creative 
ways to add more 
dwelling units in-
side the city limes.

If  there was a 
single significant 
takeaway, it was 
perhaps that no 
one questioned 
that Sonoma needs 
more housing. 

“This theme resonated 
throughout the series, and 
while other programs have 
focused on ‘making the 
case’ for more housing, 
attendees at these events 
never seemed to question 
the need,” wrote consul-
tant Jim Heid in his sum-
mary report. “This was 
clearly demonstrated in 
the final workshop, where 
the participants expressed 
a desire to see more hous-
ing built in the community 
than historic trends would 
produce.” 

Another factor often 
cited in the lead up to the 
housing crisis: the state’s 
disollution of  regional 
redevelopment agencies in 
2011. The evaporation of  
redevelopment funds – a 
move by then-Gov. Brown 
to help balance the state 
budget – has crippled 
civic projects ever since, 
especially those focused 
on affordable housing. 
Nonetheless, the state de-
partment of  Housing and 
Community Development 
continues to require cities 
and counties to comply 

with their Regional 
Housing Needs Allocation 
(RHNA) which determines 
a community’s overall 
“housing needs” and 
how many housing units 
should be built in each of  
four income categories (as 
tied to the federal depart-
ment of  Housing and 
Urban Development’s cal-
culation of  Area Median 
Income): very low income, 
low income, moderate in-
come and above moderate 
income. 

Or, to put it simply, 
counties and cities are 
still expected to identify 
locations where housing 
supply can be built to meet 
housing demand. 

For Sonoma, an “inclu-
sionary housing” policy 
for new housing develop-
ments of  five units or more 

requires that 20 percent of  
the units be deed-restrict-
ed as affordable at one of  
those income categories. 
Many developers choose 
to target the Moderate In-
come or Above Moderate 
income categories in their 
projects, but some compa-
nies specifically focused on 
Low and Very Low Income 
housing – such as Burbank 
Housing (Firehouse Village 
in Sonoma), MidPen (the 
Fetters Apartments) and 
SAHA (Valley Oak Homes) 
– continue to develop plans 
for more projects.

Sonoma’s base  
allocation: 65 units

The city also sets a “base 
allocation” of  housing 
units to be built each year, 
in accord with the housing 
element of  the 2020 Gener-
al Plan. That allocation is 
currently 65 units a year, 
of  which 30 are reserved 
for “infill” development 
on empty or underused 
lots in already developed 
residential or mixed-use 
areas. Sonoma Planning 
Director David Storer said 

the current number of  65 
units was set in 2008 by the 
City Council; prior to that 
it had been 88.

Whether the housing 
crisis can be alleviated by 
raising the base allocation 
is open to debate – in fact 
the suggestion is dubious 
to Sonoma Planning Com-
mission member Larry 
Barnett.

“Over the past 15 to 20 
years, the 
number (of  
units) actually 
built has been 
an average of  
only 27,” said 
Barnett. Bar-
nett points to 
certain mar-
ket forces that 

have kept housing down, 
such as commuter acces-
sibility. “Sonoma is at the 
end of  two-lane roads no 
matter which direction 
one takes to get here, and 
that reality impacts the 
scale of  development,” 
Barnett said.

Among the allocations 
made in September for the 
2019-2020 “development 
year” were 20 for projects 
on both Broadway south 
of  Leveroni and on Fifth 
Street East. These projects 
that have not yet surfaced 
in public applications, 
because a developer can-
not even submit a project 
application to the city until 
they have accumulated 50 
percent of  the allocations 
they will need for the 
project. 

One development in 
that same area, a 60-unit 
“self-help housing” project 
just outside the city limits 
south of  Leveroni and 
Napa roads, was proposed 
in September of  2019 by 
Habitat for Humanity 
Sonoma County. but the 
project was withdrawn 

in November when the 
sweat-equity nonprofit 
suspended all its county 
projects due to financial 
problems.

Meanwhile several other 
housing projects, large and 
small, continue to make 
their way through the per-
mitting and even building 
process, including the 
20-unit Mockingbird Lane 
residential development 
on MacArthur and Fourth 

Street East and Satellite 
Affordable Housing Asso-
ciation’s Altamira Apart-
ments affordable housing 
project at 12069 Broadway, 
with its 48 affordable units, 
both now entering con-
struction. Smaller develop-
ments are moving forward 
too, such as a 6-unit 
workforce housing project, 
including the restoration 
of  a 113-year-old cottage, at 
1211 Broadway. 

UGB, protection  
or barrier?

Recently the city council 
was presented with the 
option of  renewing the 
Urban Growth Boundary, 
or UGB. All nine cities in 
the county have a UGB, a 
line around a city beyond 
which development is not 
allowed without the ap-
proval of  voters. Sonoma’s 
UGB was created in 2000 
to coincide with the city 
limits, and will expire this 
year unless it’s re-ap-
proved by the voters.

The UGB has long been 
championed by the North 
Bay chapter of  the Green-
belt Alliance as a key 
method to maintain rural 
and agricultural areas 
and restrict “sprawl.” But 
some housing advocates 
regard it as an impediment 
to building more housing, 
especially that which 
might be used for afford-
able housing projects. 

“The UGB determines 
where we build, not what 
we build,” said Greenbelt 
Alliance’s regional direc-
tor Teri Shore, a Springs 
resident. “UGBs have 
not caused the housing 
crunch.”

Development limbo
For every project in the 

pipeline, there seems to be 
another stuck in turn-
around. 

The 39-unit Gateway 
mixed-use project at the 

site of  the former Sono-
ma Truck and Auto at 
870 Broadway is stymied 
by legal action. Though 
approved by city officials 
more than a year ago, the 
original developer pulled 
out of  the project after 
local housing watchdogs 
filed suit over inadequate 
environmental review and 
non-conformance with the 
General Plan.  

But all is not lost for the 
Gateway Project; since the 
approval of  the project 
has already been granted, 
another developer could 
jump in to build a similar 
project should the lawsuit 
be resolved, since the 
development permits have 
already been issued. Who 
that might be remains to 
be seen. 

Similarly, a condo/hotel 
proposal on First Street 
East – originally dubbed 
the Cloisters, and later the 
First Street East Project – 
was withdrawn in 2017 in 
the face of  neighborhood 
opposition. In this case, a 
new proposal at the same 
location surfaced as the 
Parkview senior residen-
tial care facility and multi-
family residential project, 
which is still working its 
way through the planning, 
application and proposal 
stages for the 2.6 acre site. 

That project, like many 
others in recent years 
in Sonoma, must meet 
the challenge of  winning 
over a community that’s 
historically approached 
large-scale projects with 
caution. Some have said 
too much caution. It’s a 
struggle between growth 
and status quo that, like in 
many Bay Area commu-
nities, has come to be seen 
as an indelible part of  the 
Sonoma character.

Contact Christian at chris-
tian.kallen@sonomanews.
com. 

                                                                     
‘Sonoma is at the end of two-lane 

roads no matter which direction one 
takes to get here...’

- Larry Barnett

SPOTLIGHT ON 
HOUSING
Has Sonoma Valley’s “hous-
ing crisis” reached a tipping 
point? Many think so and are 
calling for action. But action 
from who, and action as to 
what? In Part 1 in this series 
focused on Sonoma Valley 
housing needs, Index-Tribune 
reporter Christian Kallen 
lays out the issues affecting 
the current housing crisis, as 
supply comes head to head 
with demand in a community 
that has often approached 
new housing proposals with 
caution.

HOUSING MORATORIUM
The Sonoma City Council approved last Dec. 16 
an “urgency ordinance” to place a moratorium 
on housing projects. The move was an effort 
to buy time for city officials to adjust local plan-
ning codes to comply with new state standards 
required by SB 330, which went into effect Jan. 
1. Dubbed the “Housing Crisis Act of 2019,” 
the bill was enacted by the state Legislature in 
October as a means to speeding up housing 
construction throughout the state. In effect 
through 2025, the bill streamlines the building 
permitting process and requires city planning 
codes to have “objective design standards” 
to which project applicants must adhere. Like 
many city development codes throughout the 

state, Sonoma’s includes many subjective crite-
ria and standards written into it that could face 
legal challenges in the light of SB 330.
Some projects are exempt from the morato-
rium, chief among them certain multi-family 
developments – an exemption the City Council 
included in order to allow affordable housing 
projects, plus duplexes and triplexes, to move 
forward, leaving mostly single-family projects 
at a standstill. City officials stress that the 
moratorium is only on the City’s approval of 
projects; applications will still be accepted and 
projects already submitted will continue to 
move along.
The moratorium expires March 31.

Housing  
Continued from A1

PHOTOS BY ROBBI PENGELLY/INDEX-TRIBUNE

The Altamira Apartments is one of the City of Sonoma’s biggest affordable-housing projects to break ground in years. The 
48-unit low-income project is being developed by Satellite Affordable Housing Association at 20269 Broadway.

A recently competed rental housing project between West Spain and West Napa streets.

Nilda Norma (Ricci) Mulas passed
away at the age of eighty-nine
in Sonoma, Ca on January 16,
2020 with her loving family by
her side. Born June 3, 1930 in
Bay (now known as Bodega Bay),
California. She was the daughter
of Samuel and Clara (Prelli) Ricci.
Nilda graduated from Santa
Rosa High School in 1949. She
married Mitchel Mulas April 29th,
1950. Together they raised their
four children on the family dairy
farm where she resided until her
passing.
Known to many who loved her
as “Nonnie” or “ Mrs. Chief”,
Nilda will forever be remembered
for her quick wit, tell it like it is
attitude, sense of humor and her
beloved spaghetti sauce. Nilda
was the consummate caregiver,
advice counselor, motivator, host-
ess, ranch monitor and confidant.
She welcomed everyone into her
home and was a beloved Nonnie
to many.
Nilda was extremely proud of all
her children, grandchildren and
great grandchildren. She never
missed a sporting event, perfor-
mance, award ceremony, gradua-
tion or any special occasion. You
could always count on her being
there. Her grandchildren loved
it when she picked them up from
school; always right up front in the
best parking spot, where she could
say hello to everyone from her
cherished yellow Cadillac.
Nilda was also often referred to
as Mrs. Chief by the many who
recognized her for all the support

she gave to her husband Mitchel
as Fire Chief. Nilda was one of
the organizers of the Schell Vista
Volunteer Fire Departments Wom-
en’s Auxiliary and was mostly
visible when serving Chili Beans at
the Schell Vista Fireman’s BBQ’s.
Nilda was preceded in death by
her beloved husband Mitchel
Mulas, and is survived by her
children Vickie Mulas and partner
Dennis Pallo, Raymond Mulas and
wife Janey Mulas, Carolyn DuBose
and husband Les DuBose, Michael
Mulas and wife Denise Mulas.
Grandchildren Michael Medeiros
and wife Adrianne Medeiros,
Vince Medeiros, Anthony Mulas,
Deondra Bondan and hus-
band Michael Bondan, Danielle
Mulas, and Michael Mulas.
Great-Grandchildren Alyssa and
Alexa Medeiros, Natalina and
Grayson Bondan.
Private Internment with a Celebra-
tion of Life on March 31, 2020 at
the Swiss Hotel from 11:30a.m.-
3:00p.m.
Mom, Nonnie, Mrs. Chief will be
forever loved and missed. Heaven
and Earth will never be the same.

Nilda Mulas
June 3, 1930 - January 16, 2020
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