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Recommendation   
Staff recommends that the Architectural Review Board (ARB) recommend to the City Council 
adoption of the draft objective design standards (Attachment A) that would, in concert with 
other Zoning Code amendments, modify Title 18 (Zoning) of the Palo Alto Municipal Code 
(PAMC). 
 
Report Summary 
The State legislature has made several changes to State housing laws in recent years to 
streamline housing approvals. Specifically, the legislature has taken steps to reduce the amount 
of subjective discretion jurisdictions have to deny or reduce the density of residential and 
residential mixed-use projects. Instead, in certain contexts, jurisdictions must rely on objective 
design and development standards.  
 
This objective design standards project aims to respond to State law by making changes to the 
Zoning Ordinance (Title 18) to transform subjective regulations into objective standards. 
Architectural review topics encompass site design and building design. This represents a new 
way that projects will be reviewed by Planning staff and the Architectural Review Board (ARB), 
in particular. Staff and consultants have worked with the ARB and a Subcommittee of the ARB 
over a series of nine meetings to prepare the draft design standards.  
 
The report contains two main discussion items:  
 

1. Objective Design Standards: These objective design standards represent the 
transformation of the existing (subjective) context-based design criteria into objective 
standards. Architectural review topics encompass site design and building design. The 
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ARB is being asked to make a recommendation to the City Council on the draft objective 
design standards in Attachment A.  

2. Other Code Updates to Support Objective Design Standards: City staff are proposing 
changes to other sections of Title 18 to strengthen objective standards, remove 
inconsistencies and redundancies, and streamline project review. These items are 
presented to the ARB as informational items and are not requested as part of the 
recommendation to the City Council. The code amendment items are being considered 
by the Planning & Transportation Commission.  

 
Background 
SB2 Funding and Project Purpose 
This project, development of objective standards, is funded by Senate Bill 2 (SB2). SB2 provides 
local governments with grants and technical assistance to prepare plans and process 
improvements that: 

 streamline housing approvals;  
 facilitate housing affordability; and/or 
 accelerate housing production.  

 
The City of Palo Alto developed a grant proposal to streamline housing approvals through 
process improvements, namely the development of objective standards. The project is to 
amend the Zoning Ordinance to simplify and clarify standards and guidelines for staff, decision-
makers, and applicants.  
 
Relationship to State Housing Laws 
Several State housing laws rely upon objective standards and emphasize the need for this SB2 
project. The following paragraphs summarize the laws, which, when layered together, create 
the policy context within which Palo Alto must develop its objective standards.  
 
Housing Accountability Act 
Originally passed in 1982, the Housing Accountability Act (HAA) (Government Code Section 
65589.5) acknowledges the lack of housing as a critical problem in California. The HAA applies 
to all "housing development projects" which the State defines as: “residential units; mixed-use 
developments (with at least two-thirds of the square footage designated for residential use), 
and transitional or supportive housing.” The City’s interpretation is that the HAA applies to 
projects with two or more residential units. 
 
The Housing Accountability Act states that a city cannot disapprove a project, reduce its 
density, or otherwise make a project infeasible, when the project complies with objective 
standards. However, if an applicant seeks an exception to an objective standard, the project is 
no longer covered by the Housing Accountability Act. Decision-makers may then rely on the 
findings required or criteria for approval of that specific modification. In such a case, subjective 
standards and design guidelines can be used to evaluate projects.  
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SB35 Project Streamlining  
Under SB35 (Government Code Section 65913.4), projects meeting all of the following 
requirements are eligible for a streamlined review process: 

 The development on a legal parcel or parcels zoned for residential uses or  having a 
Comprehensive Plan designation that allows residential or mixed-uses;  

 A site in which at least 75 percent of the perimeter of the site adjoins parcels that are 
developed with urban uses; 

 The development contains two or more residential units;  
 Projects with at least two-thirds of the square footage designated for residential use;  
 The project does not demolish a historic structure that is on a national, state, or local 

historic register;  
 The project does not demolish any housing units that have been occupied by tenants in 

the last 10 years;  
 The site is not within certain high-risk areas such as a very high fire hazard severity zone, 

a hazardous waste site, or a floodway. 
 Projects which meet certain affordability requirements, such as, at present at least 50% 

of the proposed residential units must be dedicated as affordable to households at 80% 
of Area Median Income (AMI); 

 All construction workers employed in the execution of the development must be paid at 
least the general prevailing rate; and  

 The project must meet all objective standards of the Zoning Code at the time of 
application submittal.  

 
In Palo Alto, SB35 applies to a limited number of projects and to date no one has applied for 
this type of project. Under SB35, the review process would be limited to 90 days for projects 
containing 150 or fewer housing units and 180 days for larger projects. An SB35 project is not 
subject to review under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The project is not 
subject to discretionary review (e.g., Architectural Review, Site and Design Review, requiring 
review by the ARB, PTC, or Council). The creation and changes to objective standards would 
affect these projects.  
 
SB330 Permit Review 
Effective January 1, 2020, SB330 made several changes to existing State housing law, including 
the HAA and Permit Streamlining Act. For the purposes of the work described herein, the 
important elements are as follows:  

 The legislation creates a preliminary application process;  
 Can be requested by a “Housing Development” project, which is defined to include 

residential projects of two or more units and mixed-use projects with 2/3 of the square 
footage dedicated to residential units and transitional or supportive housing projects; 

 The developer has 180 days from the submittal of the preliminary application to submit 
a development application; 
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 Freezes many development standards, by requiring that jurisdictions only subject a 
housing development project to review pursuant to the ordinances, policies, and 
standards adopted and in effect when a preliminary application is submitted (vs. when it 
is deemed complete); 

 Limits jurisdictions to five public hearings; 
 Prohibits jurisdictions from imposing (on housing projects) subjective design standards 

established after January 1, 2020;  
 Prohibits jurisdictions from enacting development policies, standards or conditions that 

would change current zoning and land use designations where housing is an allowable 
use.  In such cases, the City cannot lessen the intensity of housing—such as reducing 
height, density, or floor area ratio, requiring new or increased open space, lot size, 
setbacks, or frontage, or limiting maximum lot coverage (effectively, this clause 
prohibits downzoning, though the City may rebalance density between various districts); 
and 

 Requires the replacement of all existing/demolished residential units. 
 
In Palo Alto, SB330 applies to a limited number of multi-family projects and to date is being 
requested for one project (200 Portage) with potentially a second project next month (2850 W 
Bayshore).  Under SB330, the review process is reduced from 120 days to 90 days following 
completion of any applicable CEQA review. 
 
Summary 
State law relies more and more on projects’ compliance with objective standards to streamline 
housing projects. Therefore, this project aims to strengthen the City’s objective standards to 
identify the City’s design and development priorities. In this way, the project seeks to ensure 
applicants’ compliance with these priorities to facilitate the development of housing. 
Furthermore, this project allows the City to comply with recently passed legislation requiring 
objective standards and streamlined approval processes.  
 
Summary of Public Meetings 
This section summarizes meetings with decision-makers. This includes five previous meetings 
with the ARB and four meetings with a subcommittee of the ARB to review the objective design 
standards. Additionally, the PTC held study sessions on the project in May 2020 and on March 
10, 2021. Chart 1 illustrates the project timeline. 
 
Chart 1: Project Timeline 
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ARB Study Sessions (5 Meetings) and ARB Subcommittee (4 Meetings) 
In December 20191 and February 2020,2 staff and consultants provided an overview of the 
project. Staff presented a description of key issues and discussed options and 
recommendations for how to implement the project goals and requirements of State law with 
respect to objective standards. The ARB expressed a range of opinions on how to address State 
requirements and a range of responses to staff and consultant ideas.  
 
The ARB formed a subcommittee, composed of Board members Thompson and Hirsch, to 
workshop the draft standards. The ARB Subcommittee reviewed and provided written 
comments on preliminary versions of the standards. The Subcommittee also met with staff and 
consultants over a series of four video meetings to discuss and debate the format, organization, 
intent statements, graphics, and specific language of the draft standards.  
 
The full ARB met in October3 and November 20204 to review the draft objective standards. The 
Board: 

 supported the structure of the draft ordinance;  
  considered the applicability of the ordinance to different types of residential vs. 

commercial projects;  
  debated several design details, menu of options’ ideas, and specific measurements for 

individual design topics; and  
  expressed a range of perspectives about draft zoning graphics.  

 
 

1 December 5, 2019 ARB Staff Report: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/74248, 
Minutes: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/74670, Video: 
https://midpenmedia.org/architectural-review-board-74-1252019/ 
2 February 6, 2020 ARB Staff Report: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/75075, Minutes: 
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/75703, Video: 
https://midpenmedia.org/architectural-review-board-74-262020/  
 
3 October 15, 2020 Staff Report: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=78749, 
Minutes: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/79279, Video: 
https://midpenmedia.org/architectural-review-board-74-10152020/  
4 November 19, 2020 Staff Report: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/79180, Minutes: 
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/79609, Video: 
https://midpenmedia.org/architectural-review-board-74-1152020-2/  
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The full ARB met most recently on February 18th5 to review the revised draft objective 
standards during a final study session. The ARB provided detailed direction about specific intent 
statements, standards, applicability, and graphics. The Board generally expressed concerns 
about the prescriptive nature of the standards and at least one member asked to limit the use 
of the objective standards to only those required by the State (i.e., Housing Accountability Act 
projects). This issue is further discussed in the body of the report below.   
 
PTC Study Session – May 13, 2020 and March 10, 2021 
Staff and consultants met with the PTC in May 2020 to provide an overview of the project, key 
issues, policy options, and the ARB’s recommendations.6 The PTC held a study session on March 
10, 2021 to review the design standards, including the ARB’s work to date, and proposed 
changes to other sections of Title 18. The PTC expressed the following perspectives with respect 
to the objective design standards: 

 Commissioners generally agreed with how the subjective criteria had been translated 
into objective standards and appreciated the ARB’s contributions. 

 Commissioners generally agreed that the standards should apply to Housing 
Accountability Act projects and that such projects should only be subject to one non-
binding ARB hearing. Some Commissioners expressed a desire to have them apply to 
projects more widely in the interest of streamlining. 

 Some Commissioners shared the ARB’s concerns about not wanting to be too 
prescriptive in design. 
 

Discussion & Analysis  
This section is divided into two parts:  
 

1. Objective Design Standards: This subsection describes the content and applicability of 
the standards and intent statements in the new draft Chapter 18.24: Objective Design 
Standards. Staff asks the ARB to make a recommendation on this draft ordinance in 
Attachment A.  

2. Other Updates to Title 18: Changes to development standards, performance standards, 
application processing, and legislative actions/overlays to make allow for objective 
standards.  These are for information; a draft ordinance will be reviewed by the 
Planning and Transportation Commission to develop recommendations to City Council. 

 
1. Objective Design Standards 
 

 
5 February 18, 2021 Staff Report:  https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=80252, 
Video: https://midpenmedia.org/architectural-review-board-2182021/ 
6 May 13, 2020 PTC Staff Report: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/76583, Minutes: 
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/77132, Video: https://midpenmedia.org/planning-
transportation-commission-63-5132020/  
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Applicability 
This project primarily addresses multi-family housing and residential mixed-use projects. 
Ground-floor commercial guidelines and standards are addressed insofar as retail is required as 
part of a mixed-use residential project. The “intent statements” described below would apply 
to all project types, including commercial and residential. Objective development standards 
(e.g., setbacks, heights, densities) in Title 18 currently apply, and will continue to apply, to all 
projects.  
 
There has been a key change since the ARB’s previous review, based on ARB feedback and 
further discussion with City staff and the City Attorney’s Office. City staff have revised the 
applicability of the design standards to apply to “housing development projects” as defined by 
Government Code Section 65589.5, known as the Housing Accountability Act. This means that 
the standards would apply to projects that include:  

 residential uses of two or more units,  
 mixed-use projects with at least 2/3 housing; and  
 supportive/transitional housing, that meet objective standards.  

 
As proposed, City staff would review such projects for compliance with objective standards, just 
as they do today for all projects. The ARB would review such projects during one advisory 
meeting (similar in format to a study session) in order to provide design comments. This 
concept is illustrated in Chart 2.   
 
Chart 2: Project Review Process for Multifamily & Mixed-Use Housing Projects  

 
 
Contents  
Attachment A contains the draft objective design standards and related graphics. Staff and 
consultants have revised the current Context-Based Design Criteria into a stand-alone set of 
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objective design standards which would be codified as Chapter 18.24. The Context-Based 
Design Criteria would be eliminated from the code with approval of these standards and Zoning 
Code amendment process. The ARB findings would remain in Title 18.76. The ARB would 
continue to use these findings to evaluate projects that are undergoing discretionary review in 
applicable zoning districts (e.g., 100% commercial projects, projects that do not comply with 
the Housing Accountability Act). Such projects would also need to meet the intent statements 
in Chapter 18.24, in a similar way that they must meet the Context-Based Design Criteria today. 
 
Table 1 identifies the topical sections for the new Chapter 18.24. These topics can generally be 
categorized into three areas:  
 

1. Administration: Describes the purpose and applicability of the design standards, 
including the relevant zoning districts, and defines terms that are specific to this 
chapter.  

2. Site Design: Identifies standards related to the interface between the building and public 
realm, including sidewalks, driveways, access, entries, and building orientation.  

3. Building Design: Identifies standards related to the building itself, including 
bulk/massing, facades, entries, on-site open space, and materials.  

 
 
 Table 1: Design Standards Organization, by Topic 

Category Topic 
Administration 18.24.010: Purpose and Applicability 

Site Design 
18.24.020: Public Realm/Sidewalk Character 
18.24.030: Site Access 
18.24.040: Building Orientation and Setbacks 

Building Design 

18.24.050: Building Massing 
18.24.060: Façade Design 
18.24.070: Residential Entries 
18.24.080: Open Space 
18.24.090: Materials 
18.24.100: Sustainability and Green Building 

 
Each of the design topics above is broken into two sections: (1) an intent statement and (2) a 
set of objective standards.  
 

1. The intent statements represent overarching guidelines for each topic, are subjective, 
and often include verbatim language from the Context-Based Design Criteria and/or ARB 
findings.  

2. The objective standards are ratios, measurements, percentages, or otherwise clear 
criteria. Some standards are written as a menu of options, providing choices for how they 
may be met. Standards have been devised based on staff and consultant experience with 
designing and reviewing multi-family, townhouse, modular, and residential mixed-use 
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projects. If a project meets objective standards for a particular topic, the project 
automatically meets the intent statement for that section. 

 
Based on feedback from the ARB and ARB Subcommittee, the proposed design standards aim to 
strike a balance between prescriptiveness and flexibility. The objective design standards are 
intended to lead to buildings with good design principles and an acceptable level of articulation 
and detail. However, because these standards are objective, they cannot anticipate all different 
types of buildings and unique architectural designs. Therefore, draft Chapter 18.24 also includes 
an alternate path for compliance. These two paths toward compliance are identified in Chart 3. 
 
Chart 3: Two Paths of Compliance: Objective and Discretionary 

 
 
If architects/applicants do not want to meet or cannot meet the objective design standard—for 
whatever reason—they may instead choose to meet the “intent statement.” In choosing this 
path, the applicant would go through the ARB discretionary review process. The ARB would 
make the determination as to whether the proposed project meets the intent of the code 
section. This process would be very similar to the ARB’s role in architectural review today, but 
with the (similar) subjective criteria of the intent statements serving as the basis for review 
rather than the Context-Based Design Criteria. Notably, if a project applicant chooses the 
discretionary path, the project is no longer meeting objective standards and therefore would 
not be compliant with the Housing Accountability Act, based on the City’s interpretation of the 
law. 
 
2. Other Updates to Title 18 
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In addition to design standards, City staff propose other updates to Title 18 to strengthen 
objective standards and streamline housing approvals, consistent with the goals of the SB2 
funding. Table 2 summarizes proposed changes by zoning district/code section. 
 
Development Standards: Within each zoning district that allows multi-family housing, City staff 
recommend minor modifications. These would transform subjective development standards 
and district regulations into objective standards, remove redundancies, and clarify standards 
that have been historically confusing to staff, applicants and decision-makers. Proposed 
changes are not intended to have a substantive effect on building envelope.  
 
One notable topic for discussion is the 
lower maximum height development 
standards that apply when located near 
lower density residential districts and 
vary depending on the Zoning Code 
chapter. The City’s zoning map provides 
an illustrative ‘bubble’ showing the area 
of commercially zoned properties that 
lie within 150 feet of residentially zoned 
properties (as shown in map excerpt for 
CN zoned properties next to RM-30 zoned properties): 

  
In these areas, special development standards apply to encourage transitions in height that are 
sensitive to the adjacent residentially zoned properties.  While staff sees the importance of this 
transition in height, each section of the Code currently expresses this requirement in a different 
way, making it difficult to implement.  Staff would like to retain the spirit of these regulations 
but streamline the language for ease of use. More information on this proposed Code change 
will be provided at-places. 
 
Performance Standards: Performance standards in Chapter 18.23 were originally conceived to 
address potential colocation impacts between residential and non-residential uses. However, 
this code section has been revised over time and has been interpreted to apply to all types of 
projects, regardless of adjacency. As a result, this section has been a source of confusion for 
City staff and applicants. To clarify applicability and streamline requirements, staff propose to 
eliminate the catch-all 18.23 Performance Standards chapter and move those standards into 
more relevant code sections. Staff propose revisions to strengthen objective standards for 
lighting and screening, and to bring standards up to date with current zero waste and 
stormwater management practices, based on feedback from City staff in several departments.  
 
Legislative Actions: Title 18 offers flexible development standards to facilitate multi-family 
residential and affordable housing projects, but requires legislative action in order for projects 
to access these standards. The legislative action adds time, expense, and uncertainty to the 
development process. Specifically, the Workforce Housing (WH), Affordable Housing (AH), and 
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Pedestrian Transit Oriented Development (PTOD) combining overlays require action by the PTC 
and City Council prior to architectural review of development proposed for a specific site.  
 
In contrast, the Housing Incentive Program (HIP) process allows more density/FAR without 
rezoning. Housing achievable under these overlays represent the very types of uses—housing 
affordable to low- and moderate-income households, and housing near transit—the City has 
expressed a desire to facilitate in the Housing Work Plan and other policy documents. The PTC 
and City Council may consider changes to these legislative actions to allow for streamlined 
review and approval when projects meet required thresholds for affordability. Staff 
recommend that such projects continue to undergo architectural review with the ARB, though 
it is unclear whether applicants will choose this path over alternatives provided by state law 
(e.g., SB35, State Density Bonus Law). 
 
Summary: Table 2 summarizes key changes to zoning districts and other code sections, as 
described in this report and discussed in more detail with the PTC. 
 
 

Table 2: Summary of Proposed Zoning Changes, by Chapter 
Ch. # Chapter Title Summary of Proposed Changes 

18.13 Multiple Family 
Residential (RM-20, 
RM-30 and RM-40) 
Districts 

 Replace discretionary setbacks with objective setback standard 
 Relocate open space design standards to new 18.24 Design 

Standards; include cross-reference 
 Replace Context-Based Design Criteria with new 18.24 Design 

Standards; include cross-reference 
18.16 Neighborhood, 

Community, and 
Service Commercial 
(CN, CC and CS) 
Districts 

 Clarify height transition when adjacent to lower density 
residential district 

 Relocate open space design standards to new 18.24 Design 
Standards; include cross-reference 

 Consolidate recycling storage standards with 18.23.020: Refuse 
Disposal Areas and move to new section in 18.40: General 
Standards  

 Replace Context-Based Design Criteria with new 18.24 Design 
Standards; include cross-reference 

18.18 Downtown 
Commercial (CD) 
District 

 Relocate open space design standards to new 18.24 Design 
Standards; include cross-reference 

 Consolidate recycling storage standards with 18.23.020: Refuse 
Disposal Areas and move to new section in 18.40: General 
Standards  

 Replace Context-Based Design Criteria with new 18.24 Design 
Standards; include cross-reference 

 Remove redundant parking and loading section; keep parking 
standards in 18.52 
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Table 2: Summary of Proposed Zoning Changes, by Chapter 
Ch. # Chapter Title Summary of Proposed Changes 

18.20 Office, Research, and 
Manufacturing (MOR, 
ROLM, RP and GM) 
Districts 

 Consolidate recycling storage standards with 18.23.020: Refuse 
Disposal Areas and move to new section in 18.40: General 
Standards  

18.23 Performance Criteria 
for Multiple Family 
Commercial, 
Manufacturing and 
Planned Community 
Districts 

 Strengthen objective standards 
 Apply performance criteria to all projects, regardless of use or 

adjacency to residential  
 Relocate standards, as shown in Table 2 

18.30(J) Affordable Housing 
(AH) Overlay District 

 Revise combining district into by-right overlay for projects 
consistent with objective standards 

 Allow a non-binding hearing with the ARB, but not legislative 
approval by the PTC or Council (TBD) 

18.30(K) Workforce Housing 
(WH) Overlay District 

 Clarify height transition when adjacent to lower density 
residential district 

 Revise combining district into by-right overlay for projects 
consistent with objective standards 

 Allow a non-binding hearing with the ARB, but not legislative 
approval by the PTC or Council (TBD) 

 Expand districts beyond PF? (TBD) 
18.34 Pedestrian and 

Transit Oriented 
Development (PTOD) 
Combining District 

 Consider combining district with HIP (TBD)  
 Replace Context-Based Design Criteria with new 18.24 Design 

Standards; include cross-reference 

18.52 Parking and Loading 
Requirements (to be 
included in a future 
draft) 

 Remove inconsistencies and redundancies 
 Add objective standard for off-site parking distance  

18.54 Parking Facility Design 
Standards 

 Strengthen objective standards for parking and loading in site 
planning to avoid conflicts and push parking to rear of sites 

 Allow mechanical parking lifts by right (instead of by approval of 
the City Council or Planning Director) to streamline review and 
acknowledge their prevalence   

 Remove inconsistencies and redundancies 
18.76 Permits and 

Approvals 
 Clarify that state streamlining projects are not subject to typical 

architectural review process 
18.77 Processing of Permits 

and Approvals 
 Create a new process for state streamlining projects. 
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Environmental Review 
The ordinance revisions represent implementation of adopted plans and policy. Therefore, the 
revisions are exempt under CEQA and/or covered by the CEQA documents prepared for the 
Comprehensive Plan. The project aims to facilitate implementation of State law. The project 
does not propose to increase development beyond what was analyzed in the Comprehensive 
Plan.  
 
Public Notification, Outreach & Comments 
This item was published in a local paper, Daily Post, on March 5, 2021, which is 13 days in 
advance of the meeting.  
 
Public Comments – Received Prior to March 18, 2021 Public Hearing 
On January 22, 2021 staff sent an email to a wide range of architect and consultants that have 
worked with the City in the recent past on development projects to solicit comments on the 
draft objective standards. Of the 30 stakeholders emailed, five people provided feedback. 
These comments are summarized below and included in the February 5th ARB staff report 
attachments: https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/blobdload.aspx?BlobID=80252  
 

1. Elaine Uang provided detailed comments, including recommendations to provide more 
flexibility for different sized lots and lot configurations, and different locations. 

2. Ken Hayes provided a link to a journal entry he prepared regarding how municipalities 
regulate and apply design standards. 

3. Rick Gosalvez, SV@Home, asked to be added to our project mailing list 
4. Heather Young expressed concern that the objective standards do not account for 

context and site conditions, that dimensional requirements would not work in certain 
instances, and that the resulting designs may not be desirable. 

5. Elaine Breeze, SummerHill, questioned the applicability of the proposed standards to 
lower density housing types, specifically townhomes, and expressed a desire for 
alternative compliance, if standards cannot be met.   

 
On February 18th, Chris Wuthmann (from Stanford University Real Estate) addressed the ARB 
regarding the objective standards; the comments regarded: 

1. the relationship of the standards to subdivisions (to enable the creation of new 
contextual references),  

2. a need to create an option within alternative compliance for demonstrable cost saving 
elements, including pre-fabricated and modular construction, as a legitimate 
consideration where the affordability of a project exceeds inclusionary requirements, 
and  

3. recognition that new ways of living (post Covid) create a need for adapting building and 
site plan standards to create necessary areas for safe workspaces in outdoor 
environments and drop offs located outside of the public rights of way.  
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Mr. Wuthmann also spoke during the public testimony portion of the PTC hearing on March 10, 
2021 about the topics above, maintaining standards that support affordability and distinctions 
between for-sale and rental products.  See attached letter. 
 
Next Steps 
Staff will bring the ARB’s recommendation to the PTC and City Council for their consideration 
on a draft ordinance this spring and summer.  
 
 

Report Author & Contact Information ARB7 Liaison & Contact Information 
Jean Eisberg, Consultant Planner Jodie Gerhardt, Planning Manager 

(415) 841-3539 (650) 329-2575 
jean@lexingtonplanning.com jodie.gerhardt@cityofpaloalto.org 

 
Attachments: 

 Attachment A:  18.24 DRAFT Objective Design Standards (DOCX) 
 Attachment B: Stanford (Chris Wuthmann) Objective Design Standards comments

 (PDF) 

 
7 Emails may be sent directly to the ARB using the following address: arb@cityofpaloalto.org  
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Chapter 18.24 Objective Design Standards  
 

DRAFT FOR ARB REVIEW 

March 11, 2021 

 

Preface 

This document outlines the topics and potential design standards and guidelines for a new 
Chapter (18.24) of the Palo Alto Zoning Ordinance. This draft chapter represents a rewrite of 
the Palo Alto Context-Based Design Criteria and other parts of Title 18 as objective standards. 
The draft standards are based on the specific language of the existing design criteria, but 
reorganizes the content into subtopics identified below. The objective standards project aims 
to transform subjective design criteria into reasonable, objective design standards that 
support the City’s priorities for design and development.  

 
18.24.010 Purpose and Applicability .................................................................. 1 

18.24.020 Public Realm/Sidewalk Character ........................................................ 2 

18.24.030 Site Access ................................................................................... 4 

18.24.040 Building Orientation and Setbacks ........................................................ 5 

18.24.050 Building Massing ............................................................................ 12 

18.24.060 Façade Design .............................................................................. 15 

18.24.070 Residential Entries ......................................................................... 24 

18.24.080 Open Space ................................................................................. 27 

18.24.090 Materials .................................................................................... 29 
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18.24.010 Purpose and Applicability 
 

(A) Purpose 
(i) The purpose of the Design Standards is to provide guidance for good design in the form 

of “intent statements” for all project types and objective design standards for 
multifamily and residential mixed-use development projects that qualify as Residential 
Development Projects under the Housing Accountability Act. Diagrams are provided for 
illustrative purposes only and are not intended to convey required architectural style. 
Rather, the objective design standards aim to accommodate a variety of styles, 
construction types (e.g., wood frame, modular) and housing types including 
townhomes, apartments, condos, and mixed-use buildings. 

 
(B) Applicability of Regulations 

(i) Within the following zones and combining districts, the intent statements apply to all 
project types (including non-residential projects), new construction, and renovations; 
additionally, objective design standards apply to new residential construction projects 
that meet the definition of “housing development projects” under Government Code 
69988.5(h)(2) (the Housing Accountability Act), such as multifamily housing with three 
or more units  and residential mixed-use projects with two-thirds or more residential 
square feet:  
(a) 18.13: RM-20, RM-30, RM-40 
(b) 18.16: CN, CC, CC(2), CS  
(c) 18.18: CD-C, CD-S, CD-N 
(d) 18.20: MOR, ROLM, ROLM(E), RP, RP(5), GM – residential and residential mixed-use 

only; regulations do not apply to commercial projects 
(e) 18.30: AH or WH combining district 
(f) 18.34: PTOD 

Public art is subject to Chapter 16.61 and exempt from these requirements.  

(C) Process and Alternative Compliance  

Each section of this chapter includes an intent statement that gives guidance for all 
applicable projects, regardless of use.  

Residential and mixed-use residential projects are generally required to comply with 
objective standards; however, applicants may choose to forgo one or more objective 
standards and instead meet the spirit of the relevant intent statements. Such requests will be 
reviewed and approved by the Director of Planning and Development Services or City Council, 
which may include a recommendation by the Architectural Review Board depending on the 
level of review required by Chapter 18.76. 

Non-residential projects shall meet ARB Finding and adhere to the spirit of the intent 
statements. Compliance with the relevant intent statements will be reviewed and approved 
by the Director of Planning and Development Services or City Council, which may include a 
recommendation by the Architectural Review Board depending on the level of review required 
by Chapter 18.76.  
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(D) Definitions 

In addition to definitions identified in Chapter 18.04, the following definitions are specific to 
this chapter.  

(i) Primary Building Frontage: The front lot line or frontage along the public right-of-
way. In the case of a through-lot, the primary building frontage could be on either 
public right-of-way.  

(ii) Primary Building Entry: The entrance leading to a lobby and/or accessed from the 
primary building frontage. 

(iii) Pedestrian Walkway: A sidewalk or path that is publicly-accessible and connects from 
a public right-of-way to another public right-of-way or publicly accessible open space. 

(iv)  Façade Modulation: A change in building plane, either a recess or a projection, that 
changes shape of the exterior massing of the building. 

 

18.24.020 Public Realm/Sidewalk Character 
 

(A) Intent 

To create an attractive and safe public realm and sidewalk space for pedestrians and cyclists 
through the implementation of design, landscaping, and infrastructure. Publicly accessible 
spaces and sidewalks should:    

 Design the transition between the public and private realm through the coordination 
of amenities and materials, such as accent paving, tree wells, lighting and street 
furniture (e.g., benches, bicycle racks, trash receptacles, and news racks). 

 Complement or match accent paving to existing designs in the Downtown and 
California Avenue business district. 

 Provide sidewalk widths that accommodate landscaping, street trees, furniture, and 
pedestrian amenities; create a pleasant, desirable place to walk; provide shade; and 
enable comfortable pedestrian passage. 

 Provide amenities, such as parking and repair equipment, for micromobility, such as 
bicycles and scooters. 
 

(B) Streetscape  
(i) Sidewalk Widths 

(a) Public sidewalks abutting a development parcel in any commercial mixed-use 
district (CN, CS, CC, CC(2), CD-C, CD-S, CD-N, PTOD) shall have a minimum 
sidewalk width (curb to back of walk) of at least 10 feet. This standard may be met 
with a combination of pedestrian clear path and landscape and furniture strip (see 
Figure 1), as long as the pedestrian clear path is no less than 8 feet. If the existing 
public sidewalk does not meet the minimum standard, a publicly accessible 
extension of the sidewalk, with corresponding public access easement, shall be 
provided. 
1. Notwithstanding the total dimension in subsection (a), the following 

streets/locations shall have a minimum sidewalk width as noted: 
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a. Park Boulevard (South of Caltrain to Ventura): TBD, per NVCAP 
b. El Camino Real and San Antonio Road, west of Highway 101: 12 ft 

(b) Publicly accessible sidewalks or walkways connecting through a development 
parcel (e.g., on a through lot) shall have a minimum six-foot width.  

(c) Pedestrian walkways that are designed to provide access to bicycles shall have a 
minimum width of eight feet, with two feet of clear space on either side. 

(ii) Street Trees 
(a) Sidewalks shall include at least one street tree, within six feet of the sidewalk, for 

every 30 feet of linear feet of sidewalk length. Rights of way under control of the 
County of Santa Clara or State of California, supersede this requirement if they 
have conflicting regulations. 

Figure 1: Illustrative Sidewalk Section and Description of Zones 

Mixed-Use Frontage     Residential Frontage 

 

Frontage Sidewalk Street 

Building 
Setback Frontage Area Pedestrian 

Clear Zone Landscape/Furniture Zone Vehicles/Bike 
Lanes 

Mixed-Use 
 Sidewalk Dining 
 Outdoor Displays 
 Public Art 
 Seating 
 Trees/Planting 

 
Residential 

 Stoops 
 Porches 
 Front Yards 
 Trees/Planting 

 Sidewalk 

 

 Street Trees/Planting 
 Street Lighting 
 Seating 
 Bike Parking 
 Public Art 
 Outdoor Dining 
 Bus Shelters 
 Utilities (e.g., hydrants) 

 Street 
Parking 

 Bike Lanes 
 Drop-off 

Zones 
 Parklets 
 Bus Stops 
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(iii)  Accent Paving  
(a) On University Avenue from Alma Street to Middlefield Road and on California 

Avenue from El Camino Real to Park Boulevard the following regulation applies: 
1. Sidewalks and publicly accessible areas at intersections or fronting University 

Avenue or California Avenue shall match any existing accent paving design and 
materials, such as bricks or decorative glass.  

(iv)  Mobility Infrastructure 
(a) Micromobility infrastructure, such as locations to lock bicycles and scooters, shall 

be located within 30 feet of the primary building entry and/or a path leading to 
the primary building entry. This standard may be satisfied by existing 
infrastructure already located within 50 feet of the project site and located in the 
public right-of-way. 

(b) Primary building entries shall provide at least one seating area or bench within 30 
feet of building entry and/or path leading to building entry. This standard may be 
satisfied by existing seating area or benches located in public right-of-way within 
50 feet of the building entry. On arterials—except Downtown—seating areas or 
benches shall not be located between the sidewalk and curb. Arterial roadways are 
identified in Map T-5 of the Comprehensive Plan and do not include residential 
arterials. 

18.24.030 Site Access 
 
(A) Intent 

To provide facilities and accommodations for pedestrians, vehicles, cyclists, and transit users 
to safely and efficiently access and circulate both within individual sites and in the site’s 
surrounding context. Site access should include the following elements: 

 Site circulation and access that presents a clear hierarchy and connectivity pattern 
both within a project and to adjacent sidewalks and transit stops. This hierarchy 
should prioritize pedestrians, bikes, vehicles, and utility/loading access in the order 
listed. This hierarchy may provide separate access for vehicles and other modes, or 
demonstrate how all modes are accommodated in shared access points. 

 Connections to side streets, open spaces, mews, alleys, and paseos 
 Vehicle, loading and service access that is integrated into building and landscape 

design and located to prevent conflicts with pedestrians and cyclists, while also 
provided convenient access to building entries. 

(B) Through-Lot Connections 

(i) Through lots located more than 300 feet from an intersecting street or pedestrian 
walkway shall provide a publicly accessible sidewalk or pedestrian walkway connecting 
the two streets.  

(C) Building Entries 

(i) Entries to Primary Building Entries shall be located from a public right-of-way or, if not 
possible, a publicly accessible Pedestrian Walkway. 
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(D) Vehicle Access 

(i) Vehicle access shall be located on alleys or side streets where available. 
(ii) Except for driveway access, off-street parking, off-street vehicle loading, and 

vehicular circulation areas are prohibited between the building and the primary 
building frontage. 

(E) Loading Docks and Service Areas 
(i) Loading and service areas shall be integrated into building and landscape design and 

located to minimize impact on the pedestrian experience as follows: 
(a) Loading docks and service areas shall be located on facades other than the primary 

building frontage, on alleys, from parking areas, and/or at the rear or side of 
building if building includes these frontages. When only primary building frontage 
is available, loading docks and service areas shall be recessed a minimum five feet 
from the primary façade and shall be screened in accordance with Chapter 
18.23.050. 

(b) Loading dock and service areas located within setback areas shall be screened in 
accordance with Chapter 18.23.050 and separated from pedestrian access to the 
primary building entry to avoid impeding pedestrian movement and safety.  

 

18.24.040 Building Orientation and Setbacks 
 

(A) Intent 

To create a coherent and active interface between private development and the public realm 
that contributes to the sense of place and structure of the neighborhood and enhances the 
public’s experience. Site design that responds to the orientation of adjacent uses and creates 
opportunities for landscaping and usable open space. Buildings and site design should meet 
the following criteria: 

 Buildings that create a contiguous street wall that are compatible with nearby buildings 
and land uses. 

 Placement and orientation of doorways, windows, stoops, and landscape elements to 
create a direct relationship with the street. 

 Ground floor residential units that have direct entry and presence on the street, and 
maintain privacy 

 Transitional spaces and buffer areas between buildings, parcels, and sites through building 
setbacks that distinguish private and public spaces.  

 Buildings that provide side and rear setbacks and/or upper story step backs to create a 
compatible relationship with adjacent lower density residential development. 

 Landscaped or usable areas that contain a balance between landscape and hardscape.   
 Optimized building orientation for thermal comfort, shading, daylighting, and natural 

ventilation and other forms of passive design. 
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(B) Building Orientation 
(i) Treatment of Corner Buildings 

(a) Corner buildings greater than 40 feet in height shall include one of the following 
special features: 
1. Street wall shall be located at the minimum front yard setback or build-to line 

for a minimum aggregated length of 40 feet in length on both facades meeting 
at the corner and shall include one or more of the following building features: 
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a. An entry to ground floor retail or primary building entrance located within 
25 feet of the corner of the building 

 
b. A different material application and fenestration pattern from the rest of 

the façade. 
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c. A change in height of at least 4 feet greater or less than the height of the 
abutting primary façade. 
 

 
2. An open space with a minimum dimension of 20 feet and minimum area of 500 

square feet. The open space shall be one of the following: 
a. A publicly accessible open space/plaza 
b. A space used for outdoor seating for public dining 
c. A residential Common Open Space adjacent to a common interior space and 

less than two feet above adjacent sidewalk grade. Fences and railing shall 
be a minimum 50% transparent. 
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(ii) Primary Building Entry 
(a) The primary building entry shall meet one of the following standards: 

1. Face a public right-of-way. 
2. Be visible from a public right-of-way through a forecourt or front porch that 

meets the following standards: 
a. For residential buildings with fewer than seven units, building entry 

forecourts or front porches shall be a minimum area of 36 square feet and 
minimum dimension of six feet. 

b. For commercial buildings or residential buildings with seven or more units, 
building entry forecourts or front porches shall be a minimum of 100 square 
feet and a minimum width of 8 feet. 

 
(iii)  Ground Floor Residential Units 

(a) The finished floor of ground floor residential units shall be within the minimum and 
maximum heights according to setback distance from back of walk identified in 
Figure 2. On sites with a cross slope greater than 2% along a building facade, the 
average height of the finished floor and back of walk shall be used. 

(b) Ground floor units with a setback greater than 15 feet shall have at minimum an 
average of one tree per 40 linear feet of façade located in the building set back. 

(c) Ground floor residential entries shall be setback a minimum of 10 feet from the 
back of sidewalk.  

(d) Where no minimum building set back is required, all residential units shall be set 
back a minimum 5 feet from back of walk.  

(e) A minimum of 80% of the ground floor residential units that face a public right-of-
way or publicly accessible path, or open space shall have a unit entry with direct 
access to the sidewalk, path, or open space. (Senior units or other deed-restricted 
units for special populations are exempt) 
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Figure 2: Finished Floor range for ground floor residential units. 

  
 
Example 1: Finished floor height greater than 4 feet above sidewalk grade. 
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Example 2: Finished floor height in the middle of the range. 

 

Example 3: Finished floor height at sidewalk grade. 
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(C) Front Yard Setback Character 
(i) Required setbacks shall provide a hardscape and/or landscaped area to create a 

transition between public and private space. The following standards apply, based on 
intended use and exclusive of areas devoted to outdoor seating, front porches, door 
swing of building entries, and publicly accessible open space:  
(a) Ground-floor retail or retail-like uses shall have a minimum of 10% of the required 

setback as landscaped area or planters. 
(b) Ground-floor residential uses shall have a minimum of 60% landscaped area in the 

required setback area. 

 

18.24.050 Building Massing 
 

(A) Intent 

To create buildings that are compatible with and enhance the surrounding area through the 
consideration of building scale, massing, and bulk. Massing should create a human-scale 
environment that is of high aesthetic quality and accommodates a variety of uses and design 
features. Building massing should include elements that: 

 Break down large building facades and massing to create a human-scaled building that 
enhances the context of the site 

 Are consistent in scale, mass and character to adjacent land uses and land use 
designations 

 Reinforce the definition and importance of the street 
 Provide rooflines and massing that emphasize and accentuate significant elements of 

the building such as entries, bays, and balconies, and shading elements where 
appropriate. 

 Provide harmonious transitions between adjacent properties 
 

(B) Contextual Massing 
(i) Upper Floor Step Backs 

(a) When the height of the subject building is more than 20 feet above the average 
height (i.e., average of low and high roof elevations) of an adjacent building, an 
upper floor step back shall start within 2 vertical feet of the height of the adjacent 
building. The step back shall be a minimum depth of six feet along the primary 
building frontage, and the step shall occur for a minimum of 70% of the façade 
length.  

(b) Notwithstanding, subsection (a), when adjacent to a single-story building, the 
upper floor step back shall occur between 33 and 37 feet in height. 
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(ii) Transition to Lower Density Building Types 
(a) When a building abuts a side and/or rear property line with a RE, RMD, R-1, or R-2 

zoned parcel or a village residential or existing single-family residential use, the 
building shall break down the abutting façade by meeting all of the following 
standards: 
1. A landscape screen that includes a row of trees with a minimum 1 tree per 30 

linear feet and continuous shrubbery planting. This screening plant material 
shall be a minimum 72 inches (6 feet) in height when planted. Required trees 
shall be minimum 24” box size. 

2. A minimum façade break of six feet in width and six feet in depth for every 36 
to 40 feet of façade length. 
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3. Within 40 feet of an abutting structure, no more than 15% of the confronting 
façade area shall be windows or other glazing. Additional windows are allowed 
in order to maintain light, if they are fixed and fully obscured. 
 

(C) Maximum Façade Length 
(i) Significant Breaks 

(a) For portions of a building facade facing a public street, right-of-way, or publicly 
accessible path, any building greater than 25 feet in height and 70 feet in length 
shall not have a continuous façade plane greater than 70% of the façade length 
without an upper floor modulation, which can include bay windows. Upper floor 
façade modulations shall be a minimum 4 feet in depth, which can be a recess or a 
projection. 

 
(b) Buildings greater than 150 feet in length, which face a public street, right-of-way, 

or publicly accessible path, shall have at least one vertical façade break with a 
minimum area greater than 400 square feet and a width greater than or equal to 
two times the depth.  
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(D) Special Conditions 
(i) Railroad Frontages 

(a) All parcels with lot lines abutting railroad rights-of-way shall meet the following 
standards on the railroad-abutting facade: 
1. A minimum facade break of at least 10 feet in width and six feet in depth for 

every 60 feet of façade length. 
2. For portion of a building 20 feet or greater in height, a maximum continuous 

façade length shall not exceed 60 feet. 

18.24.060 Façade Design 
 

(A) Intent 

To create cohesive and well-crafted building facades with human-scaled details that 
incorporate textures, colors, and other details that are compatible with and enhance the 
surrounding area. Facades should include the following elements: 

 Human-scaled detail, articulation, and craftsmanship 
 Quality of construction, craftsmanship, and design to create long lasting buildings 
 Expression of a human-scaled façade rhythm and pattern that reflects the building’s 

use 
 Fenestration that enhances the architectural character of the building  
 Defined building entry that is proportional to the building and number of people 

served 
 Articulation of the building shall break down the scale of the building via building 

modulation, façade articulation, and variation of fenestration and material patterns. 
 

(B) Application 
(i) All facades shall meet all the required design standards and guidelines to ensure the 

same level of care and integrity throughout the building design.  
(ii) Façade sidewalls located along a zero-lot line where, at time of approval are not 

visible from a right-of-way, are exempt. 
(iii) Façade sidewalls located along a zero-lot line, where at time of approval are visible 

from a right-of-way, shall continue color, material, and pattern of the main façade. 
 

(C) Human Scaled Architecture 
(i) Base/Middle/Top 

(a) Buildings three stories or taller on lots wider than 50 feet shall be designed to 
differentiate a defined base or ground floor, a middle or body, and a top, cornice, 
or parapet cap. Each of these elements shall be distinguished from one another for 
a minimum of 80% of the façade length through use of two or more of the following 
four techniques: 
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1. Variation in building modulation (minimum of one, if option selected) 
a. Horizontal shifts. Changes in floor plates that protrude and/or recess with a 

minimum dimension of two feet from the primary facade. 

 
b. Upper floor step backs. A horizontal step back of upper-floor façades with a 

minimum five-foot step back from the primary façade for a minimum of 80% 
of the length of the façade. 

 
 

c. Ground floor step back. A horizontal shift of the ground floor facade with a 
minimum depth of two feet for a minimum 80% of the length of the façade. 
Ground floor step backs shall not exceed the maximum setback 
requirements, where stated. 
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2. Variation in facade articulation (minimum of one, if option selected) 
a. Horizontal and/or vertical recesses or projections such as a pattern of 

recessed grouping of windows, recessed panels, bay windows or similar 
strategies as approved by the Director of Planning and Development 
Services. The recess shall be a minimum four inches in depth. 

 
b. Horizontal and/or vertical projections such as shading and weather 

protection devices, decorative architectural details, or similar strategies as 
approved by the Director. Projections shall be a minimum four inches in 
depth.  
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c. Datum lines that continue the length of the building, such as parapets or 
cornices, with a minimum four inches in height or a minimum two inches in 
depth and include a change in material; 
 

 
 

3. Variation in fenestration size, proportions, pattern, and depth or projection. 
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4. Variation in two of the following: façade material, material size, texture and 
pattern, or color. 
 

 
 
 

(ii) Façade Composition 
 
(a) Building facades shall use a variety of strategies including building modulation, 

fenestration, and façade articulation to create visual interest and express a variety 
of scales through a variety of strategies. All facades shall include a minimum of 
two of the following façade articulation strategies to create visual interest: 
1. Vertical and horizontal recesses such as a pattern of recessed grouping of 

windows, recessed panels, or similar strategies as approved by the Director of 
Planning and Development Services. The recess shall be a minimum four inches 
in depth. 

2. Vertical and horizontal projections such as shading and weather protection 
devices, decorative architectural details, or similar strategies as approved by 
the Director of Planning and Development Services. Projections shall be a 
minimum four inches in depth.  

3. Datum lines that continue the length of the building, such as cornices, with a 
minimum four inches in depth, or a minimum two inches in depth and include a 
change in material; 

4. Balconies, habitable projections, or Juliet balconies (every 20 to 40 feet) with 
a minimum four inches in depth;  

5. Screening devices such as lattices, louvers, shading devices, perforated metal 
screens, or similar strategies as approved by the Director of Planning and 
Development Services; or 

6. Use of fine-grained building materials, such as brick or wood shingles, not to 
exceed eight inches in either height or width. 
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(iii) Compatible Rhythm and Pattern 
(a) Residential or residential mixed-use buildings shall express a vertical rhythm and 

pattern that reflects the size and scale of a housing unit and/or individual rooms 
and spaces. This may be achieved with building modulation to create vertically 
oriented facades (height greater than the width of the façade), façade articulation 
and fenestration repetitive vertically oriented patterns. The following standards 
apply: 
1. Facades shall use vertical patterns of building modulation, façade articulation, 

and fenestration (Figure 3) OR Facades that use horizontal articulation and 
fenestration patterns shall use a vertical massing strategy with a minimum four 
feet wide and two feet deep vertical shift in modulation at least once every 50 
feet of façade length (Figure 4). 

 
Figure 3 

 

Figure 4 
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2. For continuous facades greater than 100 feet in length, the façade shall include 
either: 
a. A vertical recess or change in façade plane with a minimum two feet deep 

vertical shift modulation for a minimum 4 feet in width to establish a 
vertical rhythm or a unit between 20 to 50 feet in width; or 

 
 

b. A vertical recess or projection with a minimum depth of 2 feet that 
establishes the vertical rhythm housing units or individual rooms between 
10 to 16 feet in width. 
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(b) Storefront uses shall express a vertical rhythm not to exceed 30 to 50 feet in 
width. 
 

(iv) Emphasize Building Elements and Massing  
(a) Building Entries Within Façade Design 

1. Primary building entries shall be scaled proportionally to the number of people 
served (amount of floor-area or number of units accessed). Building entries 
inclusive of doorway and facade plane shall meet the following minimum 
dimensions: 
a. Individual residential entries: five feet in width 
b. Shared residential entry, such as mixed-use buildings: 8 feet in width 
c. Commercial building entry: 20 feet in width 
d. Storefront entry: six feet in width 

2. Primary building entries (not inclusive of individual residential entries) shall 
include a façade modulation that includes at least one of the following: 
a. A recess or projection from the primary façade plane with a minimum 

depth of two feet. 
(b) Primary entries shall include weather protection that is a minimum 4 feet wide and 

4 feet deep by recessing the entry, providing an awning or using a combination of 
these methods. 

 

(D) Ground Floor Character 
(i) Storefront/Retail Ground Floors 

(a) Ground floor height shall be a minimum 14 feet floor-to-floor or shall maintain a 
2nd floor datum line of an abutting building. 

(b) Transparency shall include a minimum 60 percent transparent glazing between 2 
and 10 feet in height from sidewalk, providing unobstructed views into the 
commercial space. 

(c) Bulkheads and solid base walls: If provided, shall measure between 12 and 30 
inches from finished grade 

(d) Primary entries shall include weather protection that is a minimum 6 feet wide and 
4 feet deep by recessing the entry, providing an awning or using a combination of 
these methods. 

(e) Awnings, canopies and weather protection:  
1. When transom windows are above display windows, awnings, canopies and 

similar weather protection elements shall be installed between transom and 
display windows. These elements should allow for light to enter the storefront 
through the transom windows and allow the weather protection feature to 
shade the display window.  

2. Awnings may be fixed or retractable. 
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(ii) Other Non-residential Ground Floors 
(a) Ground floor height shall be a minimum 14 feet floor-to-floor or shall match the 2nd 

floor datum line of an abutting building.  
(b) Transparency shall include a minimum 50 percent transparent glazing between 4 

and 10 feet in height from sidewalk or terrace grade. 
(c) Primary entries shall include weather protection that is a minimum 8 feet wide and 

6 feet deep by recessing the entry, providing an awning or using a combination of 
these methods. 

 

(E) Parking/Loading/Utilities 
(i) Entry Size: No more than 25% of the site frontage facing a street should be devoted to 

garage openings, carports, surface parking, loading entries, or utilities access (on sites 
with less than 100 feet of frontage, no more than 25 feet) 

(ii) Above grade structured parking levels facing a public right-of-way or publicly 
accessible open space/path shall be lined with commercial or habitable uses with a 
minimum depth of 20 feet. 

(iii)  Partially sub-grade parking shall not have an exposed façade that exceeds five feet in 
height above abutting grade at back of sidewalk. 
(a) Partially sub-grade parking shall be screened with continuous landscaping and 

shrubbery with minimum height of 3 feet and be within 10 feet of the sub-grade 
parking. 
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18.24.070 Residential Entries 
(A) Intent 

Private entries into ground floor residential units shall be designed to provide: 

 human-scaled detailing 
 enhanced pedestrian experience 
 transition between public and private space 
 spaces for residents to gather and spend time outdoors 
 resident privacy 

 
(B) Ground floor unit entries 

(i) Where ground floor residential unit entries are required, one or more of the following 
entry types shall be provided: 
(a) Stoop: 

1. Stoops shall provide entry access for a maximum of two units; and 
2. Stoop heights shall be within 1 step of finished floor height of adjacent unit; 

and 
3. Stoop entry landings shall be a minimum 5 feet in depth; and 
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4. The maximum stoop height from the back of sidewalk grade shall be 5 feet. 

 
(b) Porch: 

1. Porches shall provide entry access for a maximum of one unit; and 
2. Porch heights shall be within 1 step of finished floor height of adjacent unit; 

and 
3. Porches shall be large enough so a 6-foot by 6-foot square can fit inside of a 

porch for each unit; and 
4. The maximum porch floor height from the back of sidewalk grade shall be 5 

feet. 

 
 
 

(c) Patio Entry 
1. Patio entries may serve up to two units; and 
2. Patios shall be large enough so a 5-foot by 5-foot square can fit inside of the 

patio for each unit; and 
3. The Patio shall include at least one of the following features to define the 

transition between public and private space: 
a. A row of shrubs not exceeding 42 inches in height located between the 

sidewalk and the patio that assists with defining the edge between public 
and private space. Shrubs shall be at least one gallon in size and be planted 
a maximum of three feet on center; or  

b. A fence not to exceed 30 inches in height located between the sidewalk and 
the patio that assists with defining the edge between public and private 
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space, with a gate or fence opening to provide access to the pedestrian 
route between the pedestrian way and the front door; or  

c. A metal, wood or stone wall not to exceed 30 inches in height located 
between the sidewalk and the patio that assists with defining the edge 
between public and private space with a gate or wall opening to provide 
access to the pedestrian route between the pedestrian way and the front 
door. A minimum 18-inch landscape strip shall be located between the wall 
and the abutting pedestrian way and entirely landscaped with ground 
cover, shrubs or other landscape living plant material. 

 

 
 

(d) Terrace: 
1. A Terrace may serve multiple unit entries; and 
2. The maximum Terrace height shall be 30 inches above the grade of the back of 

the adjacent sidewalk or accessway; and 
3. Walls, fences and hedges on Terraces shall be a maximum of 42 inches tall and 

have a minimum transparency of 40 percent. 
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(e) Frontage Court: 
1. A Frontage Court may serve multiple unit entries; and 
2. The minimum Frontage Court width along a primary frontage shall be 25 feet; 

and 
3. The maximum Frontage Court width along a primary frontage shall be 50 

percent of the facade length or 80 feet, whichever is less; and 
4. The minimum Frontage Court depth shall be 25 feet; and 
5. The maximum Frontage Court depth shall be 50 feet or a ratio not to exceed 

2:1 depth to width. 
 

 
 

 

18.24.080 Open Space 
 

(A) Intent 

To ensure that residents and visitors have access to usable open space and common facilities 
that provide recreational opportunities, promote a healthy environment, and enhance the 
experience of living in Palo Alto. Common and private open spaces should include the 
following characteristics: 

 Be integrated into the site access and building circulation strategy 
 Be generous in dimension to provide usable space 
 Provide landscape elements that will support the health of the plants and enhance the 

character of place 
 Promote public health 
 Be located to provide easy access to private and common building areas, and balance 

privacy and noise impacts to neighboring uses 
 Promote sustainable practices and opportunities for green infrastructure 
 Promote community safety through eyes on the street 
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(B) Private Open Space 
(i) If Private Open Spaces is provided, it shall meet the following standards: 

(a) Floor area shall include a clear space with a minimum dimension of a circle with a 
six-foot diameter. 

(b) Minimum clear height dimension of 8’-6” feet 
(c) Be accessed directly from a residential unit 
(d) Balconies shall not be located within the daylight plane 
(e) Notwithstanding subsection (a), ground floor patios shall meet the following 

minimum requirements: 
1. RM-20 and RM-30 districts: Minimum 100 square feet of area, the least 

dimension of which is eight feet for at least 75% of the area 
2. RM-40 districts: Minimum 80 square feet of area, the least dimension of which 

is six feet for at least 75% of the area 
3. Street facing private open space on the ground floor shall meet the finished 

floor height for ground floor residential standards in section 18.24.040(iii)(a) 
 

(C) Common Open Space 
(i) If Common Open Space is provided, it shall meet the following standards: 

1. Minimum size of 200 square feet  
2. Area shall include a space with a minimum dimension of a circle with a 10-foot 

diameter.  
3. A minimum of 60% of the area shall be open to the sky and free of permanent 

weather protection or encroachments. Trellises and similar open-air features 
are permitted. 

4. Notwithstanding subsection (1), courtyards enclosed on four sides shall have a 
minimum dimension of 40 feet and have a minimum courtyard width to building 
height ratio of 1:1.25 

 
 

5. Include places to sit  
6. A minimum 20% of landscaping 
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7. Soil Depth: Planting in above grade courtyards shall have a minimum soil depth 
of 12 inches for ground cover, 20 inches for shrubs, and 36 inches for trees. 

8. Rooftop Open Space:  
a. In order to qualify as usable open space, a rooftop garden shall meet the 

requirements set forth in Section 18.40.230.  
b. Rooftop open spaces may fulfill usable open space requirements in the 

following districts:  
(i) CD-C sites that do not abut a single- or two-family residential use or 

zoning district, rooftop gardens may qualify as usable open space and 
may count as up to 75% of the required usable open space for the 
residential component of a project.  

(ii) For CN and CS sites on El Camino Real and CC(2) sites that do not abut a 
single- or two-family residential use or zoning district, rooftop gardens 
may qualify as usable open space and may count as up to 60% of the 
required usable open space for the residential component of a project. 

 

18.24.090 Materials 
 

(A) Intent 
To promote the use of high quality, durable, sustainable, and attractive materials that exhibit 
a sense of permanence and contribute to the aesthetic quality of the development and to the 
urban design fabric of the community. 
 
(B) Façade Materials 

(i) Primary, Secondary and Accent materials are allowed or prohibited as in the 
Residential and Residential Mixed-use Material List, which may be updated from time 
to time. 

(ii) Secondary materials are prohibited as primary cladding on building facades and shall 
not be allowed on more than 35 percent of each building facade. 

(iii)  Accent materials are permitted on no greater than 5 percent of each facade as trims 
or accents (e.g., flashing, projecting features, ornamentation, etc.). 

(iv)  Buildings 30 feet and shorter, measured from grade plane to eave or top of parapet, 
whichever is higher, with elevations 50 feet or narrower may utilize any secondary 
material as a primary material. 

 

Residential and Residential Mixed-use Material List 

Material Usage 

Brick (full dimensional) P 

Stone/masonry P 

Stucco P 

Glass (transparent, spandrel) P 
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Material Usage 

Finished wood, wood veneer, engineered wood, and wood siding P 

Factory or naturally finished flat, profiled, fluted, or ribbed metal panels P 

Fiber reinforced cement siding and panels P 

Terracotta P 

Concrete (poured in place or precast) S 

Concrete blocks with integral color (ground, polished, or glazed finishes) S 

Concrete blocks with integral color (split face finish) S 

Ceramic tile S 

Standing seam metal S 

Glass block A 

Corrugated metal A 

Vegetated wall panels or trellises A 

Vinyl siding N 

T-111 Plywood N 

Exterior Insulation Finishing System (EIFS) N 

Plastic or vinyl fencing N 

Chain link fencing N 
P = Primary or Secondary material 
S = Secondary material only 
A = Accent material 
N = Prohibited material or fencing type 

 
18.24.100 Sustainability and Green Building Design 
 

(A) Intent 
 
To incorporate sustainability, green building, and environmental considerations into the 
project design and construction. Green building design aims for compatibility with the local 
environment: to protect, respect and benefit from it. In general, sustainable buildings are 
energy efficient, water conserving, durable and nontoxic, with high-quality spaces and high 
recycled content materials. The following considerations should be included in site and 
building design: 
 

 Optimize building orientation for thermal comfort, shading, daylighting, and natural 
ventilation, including operable windows  
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 Design landscaping to create comfortable micro-climates and reduce heat island 
effects  

 Maximize onsite stormwater management through landscaping and permeable 
pavement  

 Use sustainable building materials 
 Design lighting, plumbing and equipment for efficient energy use 
 Create healthy indoor environments 
 Use creativity and innovation to build more sustainable environments. One example is 

establishing gardens with edible fruits, vegetables or other plants to satisfy a portion 
of project open space requirements 

 
(B) Standards 

See Chapter 16.14: California Green Building Standards additional requirements for green 
building and sustainable design. Notwithstanding Section 18.24.010(c), these regulations may 
not be modified through alternative compliance.  
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March 5, 2021 
 
 
Jodie Gerhardt 
Manager of Current Planning 
PDS Department, City of Palo Alto 
250 Hamilton Avenue 
Palo Alto, CA  94301 
 
Dear Jodie and Amy, 
Thank you for the conversation yesterday on the objective Design Standards. We think this is a valuable 
effort and thank you for the opportunity to comment. The following bullet points recap the comments 
that we raised today: 
  
Non-residential properties: 
 

We expressed concern that the intent statements may be problematic for non-residential 
buildings and properties with distinctly different uses and contexts than the infill settings that 
inspire the Draft Standards.  You clarified for us that this Chapter is not meant to apply to zoning 
districts that do not currently have Context-Based Design Criteria, such as the MOR, ROLM, RP 
and GM Districts, except to the extent to which housing or mixed-use including housing is 
developed within these districts. 
You clarified that the current Context-Based Design Criteria of the CC zoning district will be 
replaced by these new Design Standards.  We committed to get back to you with any detailed 
comments about compliance with the intent statements by Stanford Shopping Center, which is 
in the CC zoning district. 

 
Affordability: 
 

We expressed concern that aspects of the Design Standards may not have sufficiently 
considered cost impacts and their effect on housing affordability, which is a major impetus of 
this project.  You replied that consideration of affordability was one reason for the inclusion of 
compliance options, such as within the Façade Design section.  We discussed and agreed that it 
would be worthwhile to consider additional options for all of the sections that have been 
adopted by other cities developing similar Standards.   
We mentioned the possibility of including language that the intent is to allow, to the extent 
possible, adaptive application of the Standards by cost-effective construction methodologies 
such as pre-fabricated and modular construction. 

Accommodating current and future trends:  

Trends that we’re seeing in residents’ modes of living include a greater need for package drop-
offs and deliveries, ever-changing mobility options, and more work-from-home spaces. These 
trends will benefit from any flexibility that is in the Objective Standards to accommodate them.  
The work-from-home space may be a direct trade-off with balconies, which do not seem to be 
frequently used (except for storage) in many projects around the Bay Area. As an option under 
façade articulation, we suggest clarifying that “habitable projections” could include interior 
spaces as well.  
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It is possible that residents will desire more outdoor and indoor community spaces in the future 
designed to enhance their ability to work from home. We suggest ensuring that the Open Space 
section, which presently focuses on recreational use, not preclude these.  You noted that this 
would be dependent on updated definitional and quantitative provisions in the multifamily 
Development Standards section of the Code. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

Chris Wuthmann 

Snr. Director Project Design & Construction 

Stanford University Real Estate 

415 Broadway – Academy Hall 

Redwood City, CA  94063-3133 

cwuthmann@stanford.edu 

(650) 889-0403 
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