
   

STAFF REPORT 

Joint Workshop Session of the  

City Council and Planning Commission 
 

DATE: February 12, 2007 

TO:  Honorable Mayor and City Council Members 

  Planning Commissioners 

THRU: Duane V. Rigge, City Manager 

  Liz Shorey, Deputy Director of Community Development 

FROM: Stephen Avis, Assistant Planner 

SUBJECT: Recommendation for the Selection of a Preferred Alternative. 
 

The table below presents the Community Development Department Staff’s recommended 

Preferred Alternative for the General Plan Update. A recommendation is made for each of the 

focus areas described in the Alternatives Report, with the key attributes listed for each area, 

representing this Alternative’s unique contribution to the future of the City. The staff’s 

recommendations are a culmination of numerous factors—community input, the Fiscal and 

Economic Considerations Report, and the Issues and Opportunities Report that were prepared by 

the City’s general pan consultants.  Appendix A provides an expanded explanation of the process 

used to develop the staff’s recommended Preferred Alternative and evaluates the benefits and 

drawbacks of each component. 

 

 

Staff’s Recommended Preferred Alternative 

 

Focus Area: Alternative: Key Attributes: 

Riverwalk 

Area 

 

A • Small-scale tourist serving businesses including overnight 

lodgings, restaurants, and specialty shops and services. 

• Annexation of land west of Riverwalk Drive. 

• Expansion of civic facilities (River Lodge, Senior/Youth 

Center). 

• Improved landscaping of the levee trail with open space 

buffer and access points. An amenity for new businesses.  

• Access trail along Strongs Creek under Highway 101 to 

the Palco Mill Site. 

Fortuna Blvd. 

 

Common to 

all three 

Alternatives 

• Continued commercial uses with the addition of mixed 

uses (office and residential) and new development 

standards.   

• Pedestrian friendly area.  New buildings will be closer to 

the street with parking located behind the buildings.  

• Major streetscape improvements such as new streetlights 

and tree lined sidewalks and on the median strip to 

improve the look and feel of Fortuna Blvd. 



   

Downtown 

 

Common to 

all three 

Alternatives 

• Remain as the heart of the City with civic and commercial 

uses.   

• Encourage mixed-use development including retail on the 

ground floor with residential and office uses upstairs. 

• Preserve and conserve existing historic structures. 

• Encourage restaurants including outdoor dining. 

Palco Mill 

Site 

 

C • Mixed-Use including large-scale retail, residential, office 

and public uses. 

• Specific Plan and/or Planned Development with Use 

Permit 

• Component percentages for each sector will be determined 

through project design. 

• Access pedestrian pathway along Strongs Creek under 

Highway 101 to Riverwalk and connecting upstream with 

a creek side pathway to Redway Way and onto 

Rohnerville Road. 

• Extension of Redwood Way through site to 12
th
 Street 

interchange. 

Rohnerville 

 

Common to 

all three 

Alternatives 

• Continued single family residential. 

• Conservation of historic downtown Rohnerville. 

• New parkland as appropriate. 

Airport Area 

 

C • Annexation of land south of Drake Hill Road. 

• Development of a Business Park. 

• Encourage improvements to airport facilities to enable 

new business enterprises (e.g. package delivery firms like 

UPS, FedEx). 

• Improved access to Highway 36 and 101 required. 

Medical  Area 

 

Common to 

all three 

Alternatives 

• Continued development of medical offices. 

• Continued development of assisted living and senior 

housing sites. 

• Improved road and pedestrian pathway to Strongs Creek 

Drive and upstream with a creek side pathway to 

Rohnerville Road 

Parks and  

Open Space 

 

Common to 

all three 

Alternatives 

• Creekside trail system along Strongs Creek between 

Riverwalk Drive and Newburg Park. 

• Development of new park areas in underserved sections of 

town. 

 

The selection of a Preferred Alternative is a significant step in the General Plan Update process 

but is not the end of the process.  From this selection, a land use diagram will be developed and 

the policies that will allow the City to implement the plan will be prepared.  Following the 

preparation of the land use diagram, an environmental review of the General Plan’s impacts will 

be prepared and a zoning map will be developed.  Each of these will be subject to public review 

and to approval by the City Council.  A series of public hearings before both the Planning 

Commission and the City Council will be held to allow dialogue, discussion, and modifications.    

 



   

 Appendix A 

Analysis of Staff’s Preferred Alternative  

 

Contents: 

I.  Introduction 

II.  Attribution, Rationale, and Justification 

III.  Components of the Preferred Alternative 

a.  Focus Areas 

b.  Annexations 

 

I. Introduction: 

 

The City is undertaking an update of its General Plan.  The updated plan will be in effect 

from 2007 through 2030, a span of just under 25 years.  It is anticipated that periodic 

revisions to this plan (and in particular, the Housing Element) will be conducted between 

now and the end of the plan’s anticipated lifespan. 

 

The scope and scale of a General Plan Update can vary depending on the circumstances.  In 

the case of Fortuna, the current update is more significant than those conducted in prior years.  

The primary reason for this is a dramatic change in the local economic scene, significant 

increases in real-estate prices, changes in retail trends, and an anticipated increase in retirees 

moving to the North Coast and significant workforce reductions in the timber industry   

 

The updated General Plan will be consistent with the Office of the Governor’s Guidelines 

and will generate a new Land Use Diagram as well as a revised Zoning Map for the City.  An 

Environmental Impact Report (EIR) will be conducted on the probable impacts of the policies 

laid out in the plan. 

 

There is a methodology used in preparing an update to a general plan.  The City has 

contracted with Mintier & Associates (Sacramento) and their subcontractors to guide the 

process in order to ensure that the plan conforms to State requirements and that it can be 

upheld against potential legal challenges.  In addition, the methodology proposed by the City 

and developed by the consultants has successfully engaged the community, resulting in an 

unprecedented level of public participation and input. 

 

By its nature, the City’s General Plan is a reflection of the community, its goals and values, 

and its aspirations for the future.  The use of economic forecasts allow Staff and the 

Consultants to accurately predict a number of important factors related to population growth, 

demographic changes, regional economic trends, environmental protection, community 

health, and other particulars that will affect Fortuna and its residents. 

 

In the course of understanding the complexity of the changes we are experiencing and 

anticipate for the future, the process used by the City to develop an updated general plan 

involves the development of three future Alternatives.  These Alternatives provide for a range 

of opportunities, are shaped by the physical constraints of local land forms, and carry with 

them a set of projected positive and negative impacts. 



  

 

The Alternatives are designed to provide three distinct sets of circumstances that shift the 

focus of the City’s development energy among various sectors.  They are not designed to 

dictate a specific land use layout or present zoning details.  Rather, they point out the benefits 

and drawbacks of focusing more or less attention on tourism, retail, industry, and residential 

activity within the City over the next two decades.   

 

No one of the Alternatives is designed to be a perfect “fit” for Fortuna.  Rather, each one 

points out what the potential ramifications, both good and bad, would be if that particular 

alternative were realized to its maximum.  The economic analysis performed by Dr. Hackett 

is used as a tool to evaluate the likelihood of each Alternative’s potential for being realized. 

 

The economic forecasts for Fortuna (and Humboldt County) predict moderate increases in 

population, manufacturing jobs, the service sector, disposable income, and tourism activity 

among other factors.   Each of the Alternatives is designed to meet the anticipated change but 

in different ways.  In reviewing the collected data, Staff and the Consultants are seeking to 

present a Preferred Alternative that:  

a)  Meets the anticipated housing needs for a variety of household 

income levels,  

b) Encourages a strong economic engine to replace the recently 

diminished timber industry, 

c)  Includes community amenities that support and encourage 

healthy lifestyles for residents and that protects our natural 

resources, 

d) Takes advantage of increasing tourism in the region,  

e) Provides for additional retail space sufficient to meet demand 

and to capture sales tax revenue in both the City and the region. 

f)  Proposes annexations of land consistent with sound economic 

and environmental considerations. 

 

II. Attribution, Rationale, and Justification 

 

The City conducted five Community Workshops each of which was designed to elicit from 

the residents of Fortuna their impressions of the city as well as their concepts of how the city 

ought to grow in the future and what they believe are important consideration as development 

occurs.  The results of these workshops have been written up and are posted on the General 

Plan website.   

 

Two separate Community Surveys were conducted in order to validate the information 

generated by the public at the community workshops.  The first group to be surveyed 

consisted of Juniors and Seniors at Fortuna High School.  This target group was selected for 

the reason that the updated general plan will be in effect during the years that these young 

people will be raising families, buying their first homes, seeking employment, and 

establishing themselves as a part of the Fortuna community.  Understanding their concerns 

and ideas is important as we look at setting the stage for the community that they will be 

building.  



  

 

 

The second survey is a general community survey.  In addition to surveying the general 

public, this survey was also used to reach  under-represented focus groups: Fortuna’s senior 

citizens and the Hispanic and Mexican populations.  Projections for an aging population on 

the North Coast made the opinions of current seniors important.  The rapidly growing 

Spanish speaking population will be forming a larger part of our housing market, will be 

spending more retail sales dollars, and will become more active in community affairs.   

 

The Consultants prepared a comprehensive Background Report that chronicles current 

conditions as of 2006.  This study covers a large range of topics including social conditions, 

housing information, business activity, and the local environment, a history of the area, safety 

concerns, recreation and other important features of community life as it is today.  From this 

body of knowledge we can make predictions of future change and measure the actual changes 

that occur.  

 

Professional Experience and Inquiry by the City Staff and Consultants bring together 

information on Statewide and National trends that will most likely be reflected locally.  This 

includes changing public attitudes towards many subjects that is expressed through their 

choices in community design, the marketplace, selection of homes, types of employment 

chosen, and issues of lifestyle and community character.   

 

An Economic Analysis of the three Alternatives was produced by the City’s General Plan 

economist.  In a joint study session he reviewed the methodology used to produce the results 

reported in the Alternatives Summary.  Based on this the City has a high level of confidence 

in the data contained in the projections, and analytical review. 

 

These are the tools that have been used to develop the three Alternatives and Staff’s 

recommendation for a Preferred Alternative. 

 

In preparing a Preferred Alternative, the City is constructing a broad overview of how the 

community believes it should develop over the next twenty years, taking into account the 

realities that are a part of Humboldt County and Fortuna today, and using our best predictions 

of what changes are most likely to occur during the development time covered by this 

General Plan Update. 

 

It is important to have a Preferred Alternative that, when translated into written and pictorial 

policy statements, provides the most realistic set of goals, objectives, and the actions 

necessary to achieve the desired outcome.  By preparing a plan based on expectations that are 

too low, the community runs the risk of not anticipating and being unprepared for beneficial 

opportunities that could have been predicted.  This could lead to unexpected problems related 

to traffic congestion, numerous General Plan Amendments, or other complications that ought 

to be avoided.  In the same manner, preparing a plan that is overly ambitious incorporates the 

risk that some or all of the community goals will not be met. In seeking to achieve 

unattainable or unrealistic goals, a disproportionate amount of City resources may be 

expended in one arena thereby handicapping other more realistic opportunities from being 

realized.  

 



  

 

Based on the components of a Preferred Alternative, a Policy Document will be compiled to 

provide the authority and tools necessary to achieve the community goals.  Each future land 

use decision will need to be consistent with the General Plan.  At the same time, the plan will 

provide direction and guidance for developers, business people, and local decision makers on 

what type of development is desired and best suited to meet Fortuna’s goals. 

 

III. Components of the Preferred Alternative 

 

The Preferred Alternative is presented in two ways.  Parts of the City will undergo very 

little change during the next twenty-five years.  Nonetheless, community input is providing 

direction on how to maintain or improve these areas. Other parts of Fortuna are ripe for 

change and development.  It is in these areas that the bulk of the revised General Plan’s 

focus will be directed. 

 

a. Focus Areas 

 

The General Plan process used six focus areas to highlight key aspects of Fortuna’s current 

and future growth and development.  Each of these areas was considered to be an important 

component in the planning process and there are obvious linkages between them. 

 

Riverwalk Area 

 

Fortuna is fortunate in that the relocation of Highway 101 did not divide the town as was 

the case in Santa Rosa and Arcata.  For many years the region of Sandy Prairie Drive south 

of the Freeway was vacant and underutilized.  By focusing tourist serving businesses in this 

area it captures immediate business and can potentially redirect this traffic to other focus 

areas in Fortuna.  This area also contains the dramatic centerpiece of the valley, the Eel 

River. Both the location of the river and visibility from northbound traffic on the highway 

make the Riverwalk area an area that can be developed to great advantage for the City. 

 

Much of the land in this area is currently under county jurisdiction.  Under this alternative 

the county land west of Highway 101 from the Mercer Frazier gravel plant to Drake Hill 

Road is considered suitable for annexation and development within the city.   

 

Appropriate uses will be reflected in specific zoning regulations but will generally include 

the continued development of overnight accommodations, restaurants, service stations and 

other businesses that can be of benefit to the touring public.  In addition, the City’s River 

Lodge Conference Center is located in this area and this serves as a destination for visitors 

from throughout Northern California.  Additional development of this resource can bring 

more people to the community from the outside. 

 

The Eel River has long been considered a resource but for different reasons.  While it no 

longer serves as a conveyance for commerce or logging operations, the river does present 

an attractive focal point for people seeking a range of recreational opportunities including 

walking and biking, sport fishing, bird watching, and other low-impact activities.  The 

banks of the river are protected with a levee system that can be enhanced visually through 

development projects to become an attractive walking parkway.  Direct access to the levee 



  

walkway is a benefit opportunity for new developments adjoining the river.   To coordinate 

these efforts a River Walkway Enhancement plan will be developed to make the 

recreational use of the area more enjoyable thereby encouraging more people to use it.   

 

Fortuna Boulevard 

 

This section of Fortuna originally served as Highway 101 and was developed with a unique 

center median strip that provides character to the boulevard and provides an opportunity for 

Fortuna as it seeks to recreate its identity.   

 

Boulevards around the world are seen as great places for commercial and residential uses.  

Fortuna Blvd. is home to two large shopping centers and a collection of smaller ones.  Its 

development has been inconsistent over time but several major opportunities will be 

presenting themselves as Fortuna Motors relocates to Alamar Way, the California 

Department of Forestry (CDF) looks for an alternative site, CalTrans outgrows their 

equipment repair facility, and the Preston building looks for an occupant. 

 

Fortuna Blvd. has been identified as a principal commercial district and through the 

implementation of both zoning and design standards can, over the long-term, be 

transformed into a thriving mixed-use business center for retail, offices and residential uses. 

 

Downtown Area 

 

This area has historically been considered the heart of the business activities in the City.  

With changes in driving patterns, shopping habits, and the growing size of retail stores, the 

function of downtown has undergone a fundamental shift.  While several important 

businesses and services continue to anchor the downtown (banks, library, post office, city 

hall, and theater), much of the traditional retail vitality has left.  The relatively small retail 

spaces downtown now tend to house specialty shops, offices, or other non-retail operations.  

In some cases local business owners also own their real estate or favorable lease terms that 

allow them to remain competitive.  With the increase in commercial activity on Fortuna 

Blvd. in recent years and the potential for other retail centers in Fortuna, the downtown will 

need to reinvent itself.  Main Street programs in countless cities across America have 

provided guidance and created models of success.  Fortuna is not unique in the changes it 

faces but it will take a concerted effort on the part of key stakeholders to ensure that its 

downtown can remain a vital part of Fortuna’s business community.   

 

The original character of downtown Fortuna can be conserved and preserved by 

encouraging second-story residential uses, unique retail shops, and restaurants while 

retaining the service anchors and being sensitive to new construction and remodeled 

facades. Retailers generally enjoy the mixed use environment because it reduces 

inappropriate behavior around vacant shops after hours and creates a market for their 

services. 



  

 

 

Palco Mill Site 

 

The vacant mill site presents a major opportunity for the community.  Its proximity to 

Highway 101, the Eel River, Fortuna Blvd., and to Downtown Fortuna presents a range of 

options and uses, any of which could prove beneficial to the City, the community, the 

property owner and to a developer.  This property also poses some significant challenges 

that need to be addressed.   

 

Several factors have been taken into consideration in preparing Staff’s recommendation for 

this site in a Preferred Alternative.  These include FHK’s major retail project proposal, the 

results of Workshop #3, the potential for environmentally sensitive areas, the results of the 

economic analysis prepared by the Consultants, and the results of community surveys. 

 

 Specifically identified as appropriate for this site are retail, residential, office, and 

recreational or public uses.  All of these were clearly identified by the community as 

components that, based on a future project proposal, could vary by percentage.  Common 

among these is a realization that the southern portion of the property (South of Strongs 

Creek) is in the flood plain and that recreational or public uses are well suited to this area.  

Another common feature is the development of an access road into the property and the 

potential for an under-the-freeway pedestrian connection to the Riverwalk area via the 

Strongs Creek floodway.   

 

The northern portion of the site may have significant cleanup issues given the historic 

industrial uses.  Traffic and circulation issues at 12
th
 Street will need to be addressed when 

the site is developed.   

 

The issues present on this site result in uncertainty for future development and the potential 

for a variety of proposals over time. Because of this, Staff recommends that a Mixed Use 

development for the site.  This approach provides a great deal of flexibility on the part of 

the property owner and permits the free market to determine appropriate percentages for 

each component.  A Mixed Use formula does not preclude the development of a large-scale 

retail store nor does it lock the City into any one fixed option. 

 

The Mixed Use designation does not prevent the current applicant from bringing his project 

forward but does encourage any large-retail store to be designed so that it can be part of a 

community setting.  Although FHK is investigating the site, there are no guarantees that 

this will lead to a project.  Should it not, the City wishes to have a land-use plan that will be 

adaptable to a range of development options.  The intent is to allow the property to be 

developed and not lie dormant. 

 

To ensure that the City retain an appropriate level of control over development, a specific 

plan, a use permit, planned development criteria, and/or design standards should be 

employed.   



  

 

 

Rohnerville Area 

 

Originally the center of commerce and residential activity in the valley, Rohnerville has 

grown as a residential area with a greatly diminished historic downtown.  Nonetheless, in 

spite of being annexed to Fortuna thirty years ago, Rohnerville retains its own identity.  

Because of its distance from downtown, the area has limited Neighborhood Commercial 

property that can be developed further to provide residential services close to the major 

housing area within Fortuna.   Encouraging the maintenance of the residential fabric of 

Rohnerville, reestablishing a neighborhood commercial presence in the historic center of 

town, and preserving this district’s unique identity will strengthen the area as a unique and 

viable neighborhood. 

 

Airport Area 

 

With the recent dedication of the John Joseph Montgomery Air Museum and a growing 

interest in air transportation for Humboldt County, the Rohnerville Airport stands to 

become a key resource for Fortuna.  Annexation of land adjacent to the Airport for the 

purpose of developing a new business and light industrial park and services for package 

delivery firms (UPS, FedEx, DHL) and air charter firms will provide an opportunity for 

new (non-service) job creation within the city.  

 

Preferred uses will utilize warehouse/commercial buildings in the form of a business park 

to house a variety of functions including distribution facilities, fabrication sites, cafeteria, 

offices and similar uses.  In addition to the Air Fighter Squadron, CDF may locate their 

regional office adjacent to the airport paving the way for possible road improvements to 

Highways 36 and 101. 

 

Development plans will require an investment in time to engage a host of governmental 

agencies in order to bring this airport new state-of-the-art radio, weather, and 

communication equipment.   

      

Medical Area 

 

The demand for quality medical services has grown and will continue to do so within 

Humboldt County.  The city of Fortuna is fortunate to have a hospital and several related 

medical offices.  Future growth projections include an increasing number of retiring baby-

boomer moving to the North Coast.  Increasing health related problems is a statewide issue 

and the Humboldt County will see increased demand for emergency services and long-term 

care.   

 

It is beneficial for the public to have related medical facilities proximate to one another.  

Therefore the City encourages the continued expansion of medical offices and services in 

the immediate area.  Housing opportunities for assisted living and senior multi-family units 

in this area are desirable to reduce the time it takes for elderly or frail residents to reach 

necessary medical aid.   

 



  

 

b. Annexations 

 

The Background Report and projections for future demand indicate that the present City 

limits are of sufficient size to accommodate growth through the year 2030, the projected 

window of time covered by this General Plan Update. Nonetheless, there are development 

opportunities that are best realized on land that is currently within County jurisdiction but 

within the City’s sphere of influence.  Such development within the City limits is 

considered to be of mutual benefit for the City and the property owner and therefore 

desirable.   

 

A multi-tiered annexation schedule is being developed that accommodates new commercial 

and residential development over the life of the General Plan.  Specific areas will be 

identified as a high priority for annexation as soon as practical. Other parcels will be 

identified for annexation within a three to five year time frame, and still other land will be 

pre-zoned for annexation and development at a later date. 

 

There is a legal process to be accomplished before annexation can occur that involves 

property owners, the City of Fortuna, LAFCO (Local Area Formation Corporation), and 

Humboldt County.   

 

 

 

 
 

  

 


