


































also to establish standards for finished slopes, setbacks from the foot and 
top of cuts and fills, and usable open space. 

Large grading operations can be avoided in steep areas by fitting the house 
to the site. Mr. Bohannon, in the Urban Land article, remarks: 

Obviously, there is an economical breaking point where 
it would be advisable to design the residential structures 
in such a way that the house may be built on a lot left in 
its natural state rather than go to the expense of the extra 
grading operations required to provide level, house building 
sites upon which a conventional foundation may be located. 

Several ways of fitting the house to hillside sites are shown in the article 
in the June 1958 issue of House & Home. 

Contour maps and grading plans 

There are many possible approaches to regulation of grading through the sub
division ordinance. In a discussion of how to avoid grading problems, the 
Home Builders Manual says: "Contour intervals should vary with the type of 
property encountered. Where the site contains grades which average 3 per 
cent or less, use contours with a one-foot interval. A greater interval 
will be of little value on flat topography. Where slopes are up to 15 per 
cent, a two-foot contour interval should be used with a five-foot interval 
for slopes of 15 per cent and over." 

Subdivision regulations commonly require that contour lines be shown on the 
tentative map. 

Contour lines at five-foot intervals where average slopes ex
ceed 6% and at two-foot intervals where average slope is less 
than 6%. Datum for elevations shall be indicated on the map. 
(Santa Barbara County, California) 

* * * * * 

Contours at five-foot intervals if average slope greater than 
ten per cent. Contours at two-foot intervals if average slope 
less than ten per cent. (City of Santa Barbara) 

* * * * * 

Topography with contours such that (a) contour intervals of 
one foot (1') or less shall be used where the ground slope is 
three per cent (3%). (Richmond, California) 

The presence of hilly terrain may indicate that a grading plan should be 
required to accompany the tentative plan. 
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The subdivider shall file, with the tentative maps, accurate 
contour maps showing the contour at reasonable intervals. 
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not an unmitigated ass.et. Unless wooded or otherwise attractive in the 
wild state, they can bec0111e an eyesore if not kept up." In Los Angeles 
County it was suggested that such left-over land be acquired for public use 
-- fire protection and watershed purposes, for instance. 

Richmond, California handles the problem through its subdivision ordinance: 

No subdivision shall be accepted which leaves unsubdivided 
islands, strips, or parcels of property unsuited for subdi
viding and not accepted by the City of Richmond for appropriate 
use, and all lots must be buildable. 

Most subdivision ordinances have similar provisions that empower the re
viewing authority to prevent unsubdivided property being left in the de
veloper's hands, even though it may be difficult to decide what should be 
done with the land. 

Another common provision -- requiring resubdivision of larger-than-building 
lots -- illustrates the difficulty of applying flat land subdivision ordi
nances to hillside areas. Harold W. Lautner, head of the Department of 
Urban Planning and Landscape Architecture at Michigan State University, in 
his book on subdivision practices8, quotes a provision from the Riverside, 
California ordinance that rather neatly resolves the problem by exempting 
hillside subdivisions from the resubdivision provisions. The provision 
says: 11[F subdivision thai7 contains any lots one-half acre or more in area 
or more than one hundred sixty-five (165) feet in any dimension. • . .�hall 
have a plan for resubdivision prepared for it. The provision does not apply 
tii} • . • residential subdivisions of hillside land, arroyo edges or other 
places where the topography of the land is such that no further street or 
extension of any street through such subdivision will be possible or desir
able." 

ACCESS FOR EMERGENCIES 

Access for fire fighting and to handle other emergencies involves not only 
the lot pattern but also street length and width. In a letter to PLANNING

Aov1soRY SERVICE, John Malone, chief of subdivision administration for Los 
Angeles Ceunty, says: ''Many subdivisions begin development at the foothills 
and travel up the canyons and ridges for as much ,as two miles without any 
other outlet or entrance. These roads of excessive length, in this type of 
mountains, have caused considerable trouble." 

The Los Angeles County engineering department noted in a report that "In the 
event of an emergency the failure to provide access to L]iillsidil areas from 
more than one entrance street greatly endangers public safety, making it 
difficult to evacuate the area and to dispatch emergency vehicles to the 
scene." 

As a result of the Los Angeles County studies of hillside development, the 

8Harold W. Lautner, Subdivision Regulations -- An Analysis of Land Subdi
vision Control Practices. (Chicago: Public Administration Service, 1941), 
p. 61.

September 1959 29 



following amendments to the subdivision ordinance, dealing with access for 
fire fighting, were adopted: 

Dead-end streets in mountainous areas. In areas where, in the 
opinion of the Forester and Fire Warden, there will be a fire 
hazard to the watershed or any other properties, a cul-de-sac 
or dead-end street in excess of 500' in length shall have a 
pavement width of 36' within a ,minimum right-of-way width of 
42'. 

Fire fighting access easements. In areas where, in the opin
ion of the Forester and Fire Warden, there will be a fire 
hazard to the watershed or any other properties, unobstructed 
fire protection equipment access easements, not less than 
fifteen feet wide shall be dedicated from the public street 
to the subdivision boundary. The Forester and Fire Warden 
shall reconnnend to the advisory agency regarding the location, 
design and grading of such easements. Such location, design 
and grading shall be as found necessary by the advisory agency. 

County officials thought that any street serving as the only means of access 
to a development should be relatively wide, perhaps classified as a collector 
street. 

An adequate water supply for fire fighting is also a problem in hillside 
areas. Advance public works planning may be needed to assure availability. 

This report was prepared by Robert A. Clark, PLANNING Aov1soRY SERVICE. 
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