Architectural Review Board
Staff Report (ID # 7819)

Report Type:

Action Items

Meeting Date: 3/16/2017

Summary Title:

275 Cambridge Avenue

Title:

PUBLIC HEARING/QUASI-JUDICIAL: 275 Cambridge Avenue
[16PLN-00278]: Request for ARB Hearing of a Tentative
Approval of an Architectural Review to allow a Steel Beam
Trellis Structure Over a 20,645 Square Foot Area to Support a
Solar Development on the Top Floor of an Existing City Parking
Structure. Environmental Assessment: Exempt From CEQA
per Guideline Sections 21080.35, 15303, and 15301 (Existing
Facilities). Zoning District: Planned Community (PC-4127). For
more information, contact the project planner Amy French at
amy.french@cityofpaloalto.org

From:

Hillary Gitelman

Recommendation
Staff recommends the Architectural Review Board (ARB) take the following action(s):
1. Recommend approval of the proposed project to the Director of Planning and
Community Environment (PCE) based on findings and subject to conditions of approval
in Attachment A.

Report Summary
The subject application is for the installation of solar panel support structures atop an existing
city parking garage. The application was reviewed administratively as a minor architectural
review application consistent with a discussion previously held with the City Council. Anyone
can request a hearing before the ARB of any minor application acted upon by staff. Such
request was received for this application. No information was provided as to the reason for the
request nor is such information required to be provided. This report provides background
information for the ARB to consider as it reviews this project. Staff requests that the ARB focus
on the project with respect to the Architectural Review (AR) findings used in the Tentative
Approval letter (Attachment A). Any discussion as to whether or not these approval findings
sufficiently address the project will be forwarded to the PCE Director.
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Planning & Community Environment
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Background
The City and applicant have entered into a lease agreement to construct solar panels atop four
city parking garages; two are located Downtown and two are located on Cambridge Avenue.
The installations would provide solar generated energy into the City’s power grid. This
partnership was developed as part of the Clean Local Energy Accessible Now (Palo Alto CLEAN)
program, a City effort to enhance the electric utility’s supply reliability by providing 3MW of
local solar generation through long-term feed-in tariff agreements. The Council had earlier
directed that income from the City’s lease to the provider will go to the Utilities Electric Fund to
offset the cost of the CLEAN program.
On September 26, 2016, the City Council reviewed the plans for the solar panel array and
structures for the four parking garages to make a determination that the projects were
compliant with local regulations, including for some parcels, site specific regulations in Planned
Community ordinances. The solar panels are exempt from local zoning, but the support
structures are subject to design review.
The Palo Alto Municipal Code includes a provision for staff to administratively review and act on
a project that is considered minor (see PAMC Section 18.76.020). These administrative
decisions may be reviewed by the ARB if a request for hearing is submitted within a specified
period of time. Such requests are scheduled for an ARB hearing and a recommendation
forwarded to the PCE Director for action. The PCE Director’s decision following the ARB
recommendation may be appealed to the City Council.
Each of the four solar panel support structures were reviewed and approved by staff pursuant
to the code provision described above. Staff received a single request letter for ARB hearings of
the two projects located on Cambridge Avenue. The hearing request is attached (Attachment
D). This report addresses the project located at 275 Cambridge Avenue.
Project Information
Owner:
Architect:
Representatives:
Legal Counsel:
Property Information
Address:
Neighborhood:
Lot Dimensions & Area:
Housing Inventory Site:
Located w/in a Plume:
Protected/Heritage Trees:
Historic Resource(s):
Existing Improvement(s):

City of Palo Alto
Robert Laubach
Zach Rubin, MBL Energy
NA
275 Cambridge Avenue
California Avenue Parking Assessment District/Evergreen Park
110’ x 250’; 27,500 sf
No
No
No
No
Two story parking garage built in 1994
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Existing Land Use(s):
Parking Garage
Adjacent Land Uses & North: Commercial Zoning CC(2)(R)
Zoning:
West: Commercial Zoning CC(2)(R)
East: Commercial Zoning CC(2)(R)
South: Commercial Zoning CC(2)(R)
Aerial View of Property:

Source:

Land Use Designation & Applicable Plans
Zoning Designation:
Comp. Plan Designation:
Context-Based
Design Criteria:
Downtown Urban
Design Guide:
South of Forest Avenue Coordinated Area Plan:
Baylands Master Plan:
El Camino Real Design Guidelines (1976 / 2002):
Proximity to Residential Uses or Districts (150'):
Located w/in the Airport Influence Area:

Planned Community PC 4127
Community Commercial
Not Applicable
Not Applicable
Not Applicable
Not Applicable
Not Applicable
More than 150’ to residential districts and uses
Not Applicable

Prior City Reviews & Action
City Council:
Council reviewed concept plans on September 26, 2016. The Council
staff report is viewable at this link:
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/53873.
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The Council meeting minutes are viewable at this link:
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/54216.
None

Project Description
The two structures proposed atop the existing garage would extend to a maximum height of
27.9’ above grade, allowing eight foot minimum clearance from garage top floor to underside
of trellis. These I-beam structures, open on the sides, will be placed symmetrically and
separated by a distance of 39 feet from each other; this open separation area will be at the
center of the garage. The structures will support the photovoltaic (PV) panels (not subject to
ARB review) and will be painted a gray color to be approved on site prior to match the existing
garage color. The structures will not extend beyond the existing garage footprint. The project
would not result in a loss of existing parking spaces within the California Avenue Parking
Assessment District.
Requested Entitlements, Findings and Purview:
The following discretionary applications are being requested:
 Architectural Review (AR): The process for evaluating Architectural Review applications
is set forth in PAMC 18.77.070. AR applications that are tentatively approved by staff
may be requested to be heard by the ARB. ARB recommendations are forwarded to the
Planning & Community Environment Director for action within five business days of the
Board’s recommendation. Action by the Director is appealable to the City Council if filed
within 14 days of the decision. AR projects are evaluated against specific findings. All
findings must be made in the affirmative to approve the project. Failure to make any
one finding requires project redesign or denial.

Analysis1
Neighborhood Setting and Character
The site, currently developed with a 1994 parking structure, is located within the California
Avenue Business District, which contains a mix of land uses and buildings constructed in
different eras. The immediate area of this project does not have a unified design character; it is
eclectic, with buildings constructed in different eras from the 1950’s through 2015. The existing
garage is adjacent to one-story buildings (post office and hair salon, corner of Cambridge and
Birch) on both sides, and the garage backs up to an alley (New Mayfield Lane). Across
Cambridge and New Mayfield Lane are one-, two-, and three-story buildings. The additional
height of the two rooftop structures will not be incompatible with these surrounding buildings.
The trellises will add light-filled, open “second story” elements that will respect and
1

The information provided in this section is based on analysis prepared by the report author prior to the public
hearing. The Architectural Review Board in its review of the administrative record and based on public testimony
may reach a different conclusion from that presented in this report and may choose to make alternative findings. A
change to the findings may result in a final action that is different from the staff recommended action in this
report.
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complement the building’s existing character. There are no listed historic resources in the
immediate vicinity, and no addresses in the immediate vicinity were listed as potentially historic
in the most recent survey (1998).
Zoning Compliance2
The existing Planned Community Ordinance (PC-4127) is attached to this report as Attachment
F. The Council reviewed this PC ordinance and found that the proposed structures could be
added to the existing garage without the need for approval of a PC amendment. A detailed
review of the proposed project’s consistency with applicable zoning standards has been
performed. A summary table is provided as Attachment B. The proposed project complies with
all applicable codes, or is seeking through the requested permits permission to deviate from
certain code standards, in a manner that is consistent with the Zoning Ordinance.
Consistency with the Comprehensive Plan, Area Plans and Guidelines3
This project is taking advantage of the City’s Clean Local Energy Accessible Now (Palo Alto
CLEAN) program. The City and KOMUNA have entered into a lease agreement as a part of this
program to enhance the electric utility’s supply reliability by providing 3MW of local solar
generation through long-term feed-in tariff agreements. The key policy applicable to this
project is Comprehensive Plan Policy B-12, which encourages partnerships that provide
community benefits and services that would not otherwise be made available.
The applicable Comprehensive Plan policies are noted in the approval letter (Attachment A). In
addition, a Comprehensive Plan Table is provided as Attachment C. Other notable policies in
support of this project and process are:
 process streamlining/simplification (Program B-5 and Policy B-16),
 provision of parking lot shade (Program L-75), and
 California Avenue Business District – maintain scale, character and function (Policy L-78).
The City has policy interests in this project; that is, to maximize the utility gain by covering as
much of the deck as possible. As noted, the hearing requestor did not note any general or
specific concern with the project in the request for hearings. The ARB’s recommendation is
needed as soon as possible, so the PCE Director’s second decision letter can be executed and
the appeal period can conclude. The ARB is requested to focus on the areas in which the ARB
has review authority (not the PV panels). The ARB is requested to evaluate the project’s
approvability in terms of the findings for approval.

Environmental Review
The subject project has been assessed in accordance with the authority and criteria contained
in the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the State CEQA Guidelines, and the
environmental regulations of the City. Specifically, the project is exempt from review under the
2

The Palo Alto Zoning Code is available online: http://www.amlegal.com/codes/client/palo-alto_ca
The
Palo
Alto
Comprehensive
Plan
is
available
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/gov/topics/projects/landuse/compplan.asp
3

online:
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California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Sections 21080.35, 15303, and 15301 (existing
facilities).

Public Notification, Outreach & Comments
The Palo Alto Municipal Code requires notice of this public hearing be published in a local paper
and mailed to owners and occupants of property within 600 feet of the subject property at least
ten days in advance. Notice of a public hearing for this project was published in the Palo Alto
Weekly on March 3, 2017, which is 14 days in advance of the meeting. Postcard mailing
occurred on March 3, 2017, which is 14 days in advance of the meeting.
Public Comments
As of the writing of this report, no project-related, public comments were received.

Alternative Actions
In addition to the recommended action, the Architectural Review Board may:
1. Recommend the PCE Director approve the project with modified findings or conditions;
2. Continue the project to a date (un)certain; or
3. Recommend project denial based on revised findings.
Report Author & Contact Information
Amy French, Chief Planning Official
(650) 329-2336
amy.french@cityofpaloalto.org

ARB4 Liaison & Contact Information
Jodie Gerhardt, AICP, Planning Manager
(650) 329-2575
jodie.gerhardt@cityofpaloalto.org

Attachments:
 Attachment A: 275 Cambridge Ave Parking Garage PV AR approval (PDF)
 Attachment B: zoning compliance table
(DOC)
 Attachment C: comp plan table
(DOC)
 Attachment D: Request for ARB hearing of project (PDF)
 Attachment E: Project Plans (DOCX)
 Attachment F: PC 4127 Ordinance (PDF)
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Emails may be sent directly to the ARB using the following address: arb@cityofpaloalto.org

ATTACHMENT D
ZONING COMPLIANCE TABLE
275 Cambridge Avenue / File No. 16PLN-00278
DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS
FOR PC 4127 ZONE DISTRICT
Minimum Building setback

ZONE DISTRICT
STANDARD

PROPOSED
PROJECT

CONFORMANCE

Front Yard (Cambridge Street.)

0 feet

conforms

Rear Yard (New Mayfield Lane)

0 feet

No change from
existing conditions
No change “ “

Interior Side Yards (abutting
CC(2) properties

0 feet

No change “ “

conforms

Interior side yard
not abutting residential
Maximum Site Coverage:
Maximum site coverage equal to
the coverage established by the
most restrictive adjacent district
(which is CC(2)) which is ‘none
required’
Maximum Height

0 feet

No change “ “

conforms

No maximum

No change “ “

conforms

50 feet for PC (site
not within 150 feet
of residential zone)
No daylight plane
requirement in PC
Set by PC

27.9’

conforms

NA

conforms

No change (added
structure not
considered gross
floor area)

conforms

Daylight Plane
Maximum Floor Area Ratio

conforms

ATTACHMENT E
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN TABLE
275 Cambridge Avenue / File No. 16PLN-00278
POLICY B-12: Encourage the private sector
to participate in partnerships with
nonprofit or public agencies to provide
community benefits and services that
would not otherwise be made available

PROGRAM B-5: Simplify the design review
process for small-scale changes to
previously approved site plans and
buildings
Program L-75: 50% shade program

Policy L-28: Maintain the existing scale,
character, and function of the California
Avenue business district as a shopping,
service, and office center intermediate in
function and scale between Downtown
and the smaller business areas.
POLICY B-16: Encourage streamlining of
City administrative and regulatory
processes wherever possible. Reduce
inefficiencies, overlap, and time delays
associated with these processes
Policy L-48: Promote high quality, creative
design and site planning that is compatible
with surrounding development and public
spaces.
Policy L-70: Enhance the appearance of
streets and other public spaces by
expanding and maintaining Palo Alto’s
street tree system.
Policy L-73: Consider public art and
cultural facilities as a public benefit in
connection with new development
projects. Consider incentives for including
public art in large development projects.
Policy L-75: Minimize the negative physical

The project is a result of a lease agreement
between the City of Palo Alto and KOMUNA as
part of the Clean Local Energy Accessible Now
(Palo Alto CLEAN) program, a City effort to
enhance the electric utility’s supply reliability by
providing 3MW of local solar generation through
long-term feed-in tariff agreements.
The installation of trellis structures to support
solar panels was considered a small-scale change
to a previously approved parking garage, and
therefore the staff level review process was
embarked upon.
The solar panels supported by the structures
subject to ARB review will provide shade for
vehicles parked on the top deck of the garage
The additional structures atop the garage would
be consistent with the height of other buildings
in the immediate area. The proposed structure
atop the existing garage fits within this area
within the California Avenue business district.
Proceeding with Council direction on September
26, 2017 as a staff level AR was consistent with
this policy to reduce time delays associated with
the ARB process.
See qualitative statement in ARB findings that
implement this policy statement.

The proposal does not indicate removal of the
street trees. If trees are impacted by the
installation, trees would be replaces with new
trees in a supportive growing environment.
The project is exempt from the City’s public art
requirement.

The proposal is to add two structures to the top

impacts of parking lots. Locate parking
behind
buildings
or
underground
wherever possible.
Policy T-1: Make land use decisions that
encourage walking, bicycling, and public
transit use.
Policy T-19: Improve and add attractive,
secure, bicycle parking at both public and
private facilities, including multi-modal
transit stations, on transit vehicles, in City
parks, in private development, and at
other community destinations.
Policy N-17: Preserve and protect heritage
trees, including native oaks and other
significant trees on public and private
property.

of an existing parking garage for the purpose of
installing solar panels.
The project will not discourage alternatives to
automobile use.
No additional bicycle parking is proposed with
this project.

There are street trees along Cambridge Avenue.
These trees are proposed to be protected during
construction per City’s code requirements.

ATTACHMENT E
Project Site Plan
Hardcopies of project plans are provided to ARB Members.
The project plans are available to the public by visiting the Planning and Community
Environmental Department on the 5th floor of City Hall at 250 Hamilton Avenue. The
conceptual site plan for this study session will be available on the below webpage

Directions to review Project plans online:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Go to: https://paloalto.buildingeye.com/planning
Search for ‘Project plans’ and open record by clicking on the green dot
Review the record details and open the “more details” option
Use the “Records Info” drop down menu and select “Attachments”
Open the attachment named “Revised Conceptual Site Plan for March 16 2017
ARB Study Session”

