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Architectural Review Board
Staff Report (ID # 10360)

Report Type:

Action Items

Meeting Date: 8/1/2019

Summary Title:

486 Hamilton Ave: Mixed-use Building (Prelim)

Title:

486 Hamilton Avenue [19PLN-00115]: Request for Preliminary
Architectural Review of a new Four Story Mixed use Project
Including 2,457 Square Feet of Retail Space, 2,049 Square Feet
of Office Space, and Four (4) Residential Units. Environmental
Assessment: Not a Project.
Zoning District: CD-C(P)
(Downtown Commerical). For More Information Contact the
Project Planner Sheldon S. Ah Sing at sahsing@m-group.us.

From:

Jonathan Lait

Recommendation
Staff recommends the Architectural Review Board (ARB):
1. Review and provide informal comments. No formal action is requested.

Report Summary
The subject application is a request for preliminary review. No formal direction is provided to
the applicant and Board members should refrain from forming and expressing opinions either
in support or against the project.
As a preliminary review application, the Planning and Development Services Department has
only performed a cursory review of the project for compliance with the zoning code. A
comprehensive review of a future project to applicable codes, including context-based design
criteria and other standards, would follow the submittal of a formal application. Accordingly,
there may be aspects of this preliminary review application that do not comply with municipal
regulations or require additional discretionary applications beyond architectural review.
Similarly, there has been no comprehensive review of the project to the comprehensive plan or
other policy documents. Such review will occur upon the filing of a formal application.

City of Palo Alto
Planning & Community Environment
250 Hamilton Avenue
Palo Alto, CA 94301
(650) 329-2442
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The purpose of this meeting is to provide an applicant an opportunity to present a conceptual
project to the Board and receive initial comments. Board members may identify aspects of the
project that are appropriate given the neighborhood context and consistent with city policies or
areas of concern that the applicant may want to reconsider in a formal submittal. Community
members are also encouraged to provide early input to the project.

Background
Project Information
Owner:
Architect:
Representative:
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):
Existing Land Use(s):
Adjacent Land Uses &
Zoning:

Cheshill Palo Alto, LLC
Le Architecture
Kim Tran
None

486 Hamilton Avenue
University South
125 feet x 44 feet (5,375 square feet)
No
No
None on-site; Street trees to remain
None currently identified; would need to address through CEQA
process
2,457 square feet; one-story; 20 feet tall; built in 1956
Commercial—restaurant, dry cleaners
North: CD-C(P) (offices)
West: CD-C(P) (office, retail)
East: CD-C(P) (office) built in 1898
South: CD-C(P) (beauty salon)

Aerial View of Property:
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Source: Google maps (2019)

Land Use Designation & Applicable Plans
Downtown Commercial with Pedestrian Shopping Combining District
Zoning Designation:
[CD-C(P)]
Comp. Plan Designation:
Community Commercial (CC)
Context-Based
Design Criteria:
Yes
Downtown Urban
Design Guide:
Yes
South of Forest Avenue
Coordinated Area Plan:
Not Applicable
Baylands Master Plan:
Not Applicable
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El Camino Real Design
Guidelines (1976 / 2002): Not Applicable
Proximity to Residential
Uses or Districts (150'):
Not Applicable
Located w/in Airport
Influence Area:
Not Applicable
Prior City Reviews & Action
City Council:
PTC:
HRB:
ARB:

None
None
None
None

Project Description
The applicant proposes to demolish the existing building and surface parking lot at 486
Hamilton Avenue and Cowper Street. In its place, the applicant would construct a new fourstory, mixed-use building, including four residential units (1,040 average square feet), retail
space (2,088 square feet), and office space (2,119 square feet) with parking located within the
building (mechanical puzzle lift and surface parking).
The site is zoned CD-C(P) and is surrounded by commercial type uses. The vicinity includes
buildings that are single story through four stories in height. Within the same block of Cowper
Street there is a high-rise building (12-stories).
The first floor of the building would include parking, utility rooms, shared circulation and retail
space. The second floor of the building includes more shared circulation, retail space and a
residential unit. The third level includes shared circulation, office space and a residential unit.
The fourth floor includes two residential units. The rooftop does not offer any usable space but
has access via a stairwell.
The exterior of the proposed building would have a contemporary style with plaster, windowwall system(s), and wire mesh panels for balcony guardrails and screening of the parking
facility. A metal and glass overhead sectional door is proposed for the entry to the garage. The
street elevations include extensive fenestration and balcony spaces. The opposite elevations
(north and south) offer fewer openings with more solid plaster surfaces.

Figure 1: Northwest Corner
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Source Le Architecture, 2019

Figure 2: Southwest Corner

Source: Le Architecture, 2019
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The open space amenities are provided for on balconies with deer grass proposed for the
landscaping throughout the project.
Parking is provided in a four-bay mechanical puzzle lift (18 spaces) and four surface spaces. All
parking is located within the building. The mechanical lift system is a multi-level system that is
partially subgrade and partially above grade. The system occupies 19’-9” below grade and 22’6” above grade and being 34 feet in width and 20 feet in depth within the building.
Anticipated Entitlements:
The following discretionary applications are anticipated:
 Architectural Review – Major (AR). In accordance with PAMC 18.76.020 (2)(B), the
construction of a multiple-family project with three or more units require the approval
of a Major AR. The process for evaluating this type of application is set forth in PAMC
18.77.070. AR applications are reviewed by the ARB and 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.

Discussion
Preliminary review applications receive a cursory review for compliance with zoning regulations
and consistency with the comprehensive plan or other applicable policy documents. This
information was previously transmitted to the applicant. A more comprehensive review will
occur upon formal submittal, which may reveal other code or policy concerns.
At this point in project development, the ARB is encouraged to provide objective feedback to
the applicant on the preliminary drawings. The Board may want to consider comments that
relate to:
Relationship to the neighborhood setting and context /
Transitions in scale to adjacent properties /
Scale and Mass (Finding #2)
 With each new development in the area, it transitions from a neighborhood of one and
two stories buildings to a neighborhood of 50-foot buildings. How to best make the
transition from existing buildings to this proposal is a good question to explore.
 As proposed, the project includes stairway access to the roof. This stairway access
exceeds the height limit. The applicant may redesign the access to the roof to only allow
a hatch or look into adding a roof garden in accordance with PAMC 18.40.230.
 Based on PAMC 18.18.030(a), gross floor area also includes all covered at-grade or
above-grade parking for non-residential uses. For this reason, staff counts the first floor
of the parking toward gross floor area. The project presently exceeds the floor area ratio
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maximum because of the covered parking. The parking within the puzzle lift above the
ground level is not counted since this is vaulted space with no floors.
The parking spaces move independently within the puzzle lift. According to the Zoning
Code, mechanical parking is only allowed for residential and office and not retail spaces.
The project requires five retail parking spaces. Four spaces are located on the surface
within the garage, therefore, the project is short one required surface parking space.
The applicant may wish to pursue a Transportation Demand Management (TDM)
program. This site is outside of the Downtown Parking Assessment District and may not
purchase in-lieu parking.

Architectural design, theme, cohesiveness, and quality of materials (Finding #2 & #3)
 The proposed materials are stucco, storefront windows, nana wall on the ground floor,
wire mesh for guardrails and aluminum shade canopies.
 The surrounding buildings include Spanish and contemporary designs. There are a mix of
older mid-century modern design buildings.
Pedestrian-orientation and design (Finding #4)
 There is a lot of opportunity on the first floor to accommodate pedestrian activity. The
project includes bi-folding doors for the corner retail space. Immediately adjacent to the
space includes flatwork area that is additionally setback approximately eight to nine feet
to provide for areas with potted plants. No outdoor seating is proposed at this time.
Consideration to any applicable policy documents (Downtown Urban Guide)
 The project is a part of the Hamilton Avenue District
o Promote as an active mixed-use district which comfortably accommodates larger
scale commercial office, civic, and institutional buildings.
 The project proposes a mixed-use development
o Maintain Hamilton Avenue as a tree-lined pedestrian environment with
complimentary outdoor amenities to offset the urban intensity.
 The proposed project would maintain existing street trees and creates a
wide sidewalk area outside of the retail space.
Consideration of landscaping (Finding #5)
 The project includes deer grass, which is drought tolerant and indigenous. There is
ample area at the ground floor and on the balconies for additional potted plants or
trees.
Preservation of existing native or mature landscaping or features, if any (Finding #5)
 There is currently no extensive vegetation on the property. However, this gives
opportunity to provide more vegetation that is native and drought tolerant.

Next Steps
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There is no further action required by the ARB after its discussion. The applicant may elect to
file a formal application.

Environmental Review
The subject review involves no discretionary action and is therefore not a project and not
subject to review pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). If a formal
application is filed, an analysis of the project to CEQA will be performed.

Report Author & Contact Information
Sheldon S. Ah Sing, AICP, Contract Planner
(408) 340-5642 X109
sahsing@m-group.us

ARB1 Liaison & Contact Information
Jodie Gerhardt, AICP, Planning Manager
(650) 329-2575
jodie.gerhardt@cityofpaloalto.org

Attachments:
 Attachment A: Location Map (PDF)
 Attachment B: ARB Findings (DOCX)
 Attachment C: Zoning Comparison Table
(DOCX)
 Attachment D: Applicant's Project Description
(PDF)
 Attachment E: Project Plans (DOCX)

1

Emails may be sent directly to the ARB using the following address: arb@cityofpaloalto.org
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ATTACHMENT C
ARB FINDINGS FOR APPROVAL
In order for the ARB to make a future recommendation of approval, the project must comply
with the following Findings for Architectural Review as required in Chapter 18.76.020 of the
PAMC.
Finding #1: The design is consistent with applicable provisions of the Palo Alto
Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Code, coordinated area plans (including compatibility
requirements), and any relevant design guides.
Finding #2: The project has a unified and coherent design, that:
a. creates an internal sense of order and desirable environment for occupants, visitors,
and the general community,
b. preserves, respects and integrates existing natural features that contribute positively
to the site and the historic character including historic resources of the area when
relevant,
c. is consistent with the context-based design criteria of the applicable zone district,
d. provides harmonious transitions in scale, mass and character to adjacent land uses
and land use designations,
e. enhances living conditions on the site (if it includes residential uses) and in adjacent
residential areas.
Finding #3: The design is of high aesthetic quality, using high quality, integrated materials and
appropriate construction techniques, and incorporating textures, colors, and other details
that are compatible with and enhance the surrounding area.
Finding #4: The design is functional, allowing for ease and safety of pedestrian and bicycle
traffic and providing for elements that support the building’s necessary operations (e.g.
convenient vehicle access to property and utilities, appropriate arrangement and amount of
open space and integrated signage, if applicable, etc.).
Finding #5: The landscape design complements and enhances the building design and its
surroundings, is appropriate to the site’s functions, and utilizes to the extent practical,
regional indigenous drought resistant plant material capable of providing desirable habitat
that can be appropriately maintained.
Finding #6: The project incorporates design principles that achieve sustainability in areas
related to energy efficiency, water conservation, building materials, landscaping, and site
planning.
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ATTACHMENT C
ZONING COMPARISON TABLE
486 Hamilton Avenue, 19PLN-00115
Table 1: COMPARISON WITH CHAPTER 18.18 (CD-C DISTRICT)
Mixed-Use Development Standards
Regulation
Minimum Building Setback
Front Yard (Cowper Street)

Required

Existing

Proposed

None Required

7 feet

10 feet for residential
portion; no requirement for
commercial portion

59 feet

Interior and Street Side Yard

None Required

0 feet

12 feet = first floor
0 feet = Upper floors
0 feet = Levels 1 & 2
19’- 6” = Levels 3 &
4
Decks encroach 2’4” into setback
0 feet

Maximum Site Coverage
(building footprint)
Landscape Open Space
Coverage
Usable Open Space

None Required

2,537 sf

5,375 sf

20%
1,000 sf
150 sf per unit

1%
76 sf
0 sf

50 feet

18 feet

Daylight plane height and
slope identical to those of the
most restrictive residential
zone abutting the lot line

Not applicable

23%
1,240 sf
1,984 sf (only
counted contiguous
areas to units)
49 ft 8 inches,
stairway at 57 ft
Not applicable

No maximum

0

33.3 du/ac

1,500 sf per unit

Not Applicable

1,040 sf

1.0:1 FAR

0.47:1 FAR
2,537 sf

1.0:1

Not applicable

2.0:1
10,750 sf

0.47:1
2,537 sf

1.0:1 + 0.2:1 FAR
5,375 sf + 1,152 sf
(above grade
parking for nonresidential spaces)
1.0:1 FAR
5,375 sf
2.2:1
11,902 sf

Rear Yard

Maximum Height
Daylight Plane for lot lines
abutting one or more
residential zoning districts or
a residential PC district
Residential Density (net)
Maximum Weighted Average
Residential Unit Size
Maximum Nonresidential
Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

Maximum Residential Floor
Area Ratio (FAR)
Total Floor Area Ratio

18.18.100 Performance Standards. In addition to the standards for development prescribed above, all
development shall comply with the performance criteria outlined in Chapter 18.23 of the Zoning Ordinance. All
mixed use development shall also comply with the provisions of Chapter 18.23 of the Zoning Ordinance.
Page 1 of 2
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18.18.110 Context-Based Design Criteria. As further described in a separate attachment, development in a
commercial district shall be responsible to its context and compatible with adjacent development, and shall
promote the establishment of pedestrian oriented design.

Table 2: CONFORMANCE WITH CHAPTER 18.52 (Off-Street Parking and Loading)
for Mixed-Use Projects
Type
Vehicle Parking

Required
Residential: 2/unit = 8

Existing
9 spaces

Proposed
22 spaces

0

Long Term: 6
Short Term: 2

0

0

Retail (intensive):
1,045/200 = 5.2
Office:
2,118 sf / 200 sf = 8.5 spaces
Total: 22 spaces
Bicycle Parking

Residential: 1 Long-term per
unit (4)
Retail: 1 per 3,500 sf =
1 long-term & 1 short-term
Office: 1 per 2,500 sf =
1 long-term & 1 short-term
Total = 6 long-term &
2 short-term

Loading Space

Retail: 0 – 4,999 = 0
Office: 0 – 4,999 sf = 0

PAMC 18.52.040 Table 1(4): First 1,500 sf of retail is excluded from parking requirement.

Page 2 of 2
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Project Title

486 Hamilton Ave.
Palo Alto, CA 94301

APN

120-16-008

Zoning

CD-C (P)

Focus for Preliminary Review
We would like the Board to focus on the general feasibility of the project.

Scope of Work
The project site is located in downtown Palo Alto, on the corner of Hamilton Ave and Cowper St. The
proposed project would involve the construction of a new 4-story mixed-use project including 2,088 SF
of ground and second floor retail, 2,118 SF of office on the third floor, and 4 three-bedroom residential
units on the second, third and fourth floors. The project would include a total of 22 on-site parking
spaces.
Total gross floor area for the mixed-used project would be 10,750 SF.

Existing and Proposed Uses
The 0.12-acre site currently has a one-story structure built in 1956 and does not fall under historic
status. There is also a surface parking lot with 8 total spaces.
The proposed project will fully replace the original 2,456 SF of retail over two levels. The ground floor
retail will utilize a Nana door system to promote and activate pedestrian street activity. The covered
outdoor deck at the second level allows for further interaction with the street below. The office at the
third level brings additional office space to downtown Palo Alto. The three-bedroom units are designed
to be compact and efficient so as to maximize the housing availability downtown. The multi-family and
commercial uses in downtown Palo Alto allow it to fully integrate a pedestrian-transit oriented lifestyle.

Design Concept
The project site is located at the corner of Hamilton and Cowper street. With mild winters, spectacular
summer temperatures, and an abundance of pedestrian foot traffic, we wanted the building to respond
positively to both of these elements. On the street level at the corner of Hamilton and Cowper, we used
large operable doors which spans from one end of the space to the other end to break down the barrier
from the outdoor space and the indoor space. During times of great weather, this large opening can be
opened up to let the gentle breezes flow through the space and encourage the pedestrians into this
space. On the second level, a large terrace has been added near the center of the building to encourage
the building occupants to enjoy Palo Alto’s temperate climate while under cover. Large openings have
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been added to the front and rear of this outdoor terrace bringing in an abundance of light, air, and to
promote the gentle cross breezes. Lastly, we tried to include large outdoor decks on most of the
residential units so that they would be able to enjoy the ambiance that Palo Alto has to offer.

Parking and Site Access
The proposed project would provide a total of 22 parking spaces through the use of a mechanical lift
system that would yield eighteen spaces along with two accessible spaces and two non-mechanical
spaces on grade. We believe that the location in downtown Palo Alto, along with the proximity to the
Caltrain station 0.6 miles away, allows an opportunity for residents, office workers and retail patrons to
utilize all forms of public transportation to access the site.
Short-term bicycle parking would be provided along Hamilton Street, and long-term bicycle parking
would be provided in storage lockers on the upper floors.
Vehicular access would be provided from Hamilton Avenue. Pedestrians would access the proposed
structure from Hamilton Ave.

Landscaping
The project site would have landscape coverage of approximately 1,240 square feet (approximately 23%
of the entire project site).
The design intent regarding landscaping focuses on water conservation and ease of care and upkeep.
Because of this, we have chosen water-efficient shrubs. The ground level landscaping consists of
permeable pavers to allow groundwater access to the ground.
There are 6 street trees adjacent to the site. All will be preserved and protected during construction per
City of Palo Alto standards.

Relationship to Existing Conditions on Site
The project site currently has a one-story retail structure built in 1956 and a surface parking lot. It is
located near Downtown Palo Alto in a neighborhood characterized by both commercial and residential
uses. The site is on the south-east corner of Hamilton and Cowper, bordered by a variety of one, twoand three-story buildings at the adjacent corners.
The proposed project would maximize the vertical potential for the lot, incorporating both the
commercial and residential aspects of the neighborhood into one structure. Its proposed height of 50’
would match that of neighboring buildings 505 Hamilton at its diagonal and 611 Cowper across the
street.
It would also provide 22 parking spaces, including both accessible and EVSE spaces that the surface lot
currently does not provide.
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Materials, colors, and construction methods to be used
The four-story structure will be constructed from light steel framing and a window wall system. The
ground floor retail will utilize a Nana door system so as to blur the line between the street and the
context of the building.
Minimal excavation would occur since there is no proposed subterranean parking garage and the site is
relatively flat. Approximately 350 cubic yards of dirt will be removed for the mechanical lift parking
system.
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Attachment E

Project Plans
Hardcopies of project plans are provided to Board members. These plans are available to the
public online and/or by visiting the Planning and Community Environmental Department on the
5th floor of City Hall at 250 Hamilton Avenue.

Directions to review Project plans online:
1. Go to: bit.ly/PApendingprojects
2. Scroll down to find “486 Hamilton Avenue” and click the address link
3. On this project specific webpage you will find a link to the project plans and
other important information

Direct Link to Project Webpage:
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/news/displaynews.asp?NewsID=4568&TargetID=319
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