
Architectural Review Board 
 Staff Report (ID # 13492) 

  
  
  

Report Type:  Action Items Meeting Date: 10/21/2021 

City of Palo Alto   
Planning & Development Services     
250 Hamilton Avenue      
Palo Alto, CA 94301  
(650) 329-2442 

Summary Title:  2609 Alma: Four Residential Rental Units 

Title: PUBLIC HEARING / QUASI-JUDICIAL. 2609 Alma [21PLN-00176]:  
Consideration of a Major Architectural Review  to Allow the 
Demolition of Four Existing Residential Rental Units at 2606, 
2609, 2611 and 2615 Alma Street and Construction of Four 
New Three-Story Rental Townhomes. Environmental 
Assessment:  Project is Currently Being Evaluated to Verify 
Eligibility for an Exemption in accordance with CEQA 
Guidelines Sections 15302 (Replacement or Reconstruction) 
and 15303 (Small Projects). Zoning District: RM-30 (Multi-
Family Residential). For More Information Contact the Project 
Planner Claire Raybould at Claire.Raybould@cityofpaloalto.org 

From: Jonathan Lait 
 

Recommendation   
It is recommended that the Architectural Review Board (ARB):  

• Review and provide comments. No formal action is requested. 
 

Report Summary 
The project is a Major Architectural Review application to redevelop the subject property with a 
new four-unit, 4,839 square foot (sf) rental development on an 8,070 sf parcel. The project 
includes four individual townhome style units; each of the units are three levels with parking on 
the ground floor of the development in a carport facing the center of the property. Open space 
is provided along the rear and along the frontage of the site. The site is currently occupied by 
four residential rental units which have been vacant for more than five years. The 
Comprehensive Plan land use designation of the site is multi-family residential, and the zoning 
is RM-30 (medium density multi-family residential). The proposed building features a smooth 
white stucco exterior finish with bronze anodized aluminum windows and Shou-Sugi-Ban wood 
siding.  
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The applicant filed a compliant pre-application (21PLN-00141) in accordance with California 
Government Code 65941.1 (Senate Bill 330) on June 11, 2021. Therefore, the project is subject 
to the development standards that existed as of this date. The project is also eligible for SB 330 
streamlining, limiting the total number of hearings allowed on the proposed project to no more 
than five hearings. The project also constitutes a “housing development project” in accordance 
with the Housing Accountability Act.  
 

Background 
Project Information 
Owner:  Gemini Development One Palo Alto, LLC 

Architect:  John Lum Architecture 

Representative:  Henry Malmberg 

Legal Counsel:  Not Applicable 

 
Property Information 
Address: 2609 Alma Street 

Neighborhood: Midtown 

Lot Dimensions & Area: 8,070 sf (0.185 acres); ~135 ft x 60 ft 

Housing Inventory Site: Not Applicable 

Located w/in a Plume: Not Applicable 

Protected/Heritage Trees: Not Applicable  

Historic Resource(s): Not Applicable 

  
Existing Improvement(s): Four residential rental units in two duplexes, each with detached 

garage; single-story; constructed in the 1950’s 

Existing Land Use(s): Multi-Family Residential 

Adjacent Land Uses & 
Zoning: 

North (Alma Street): Multi-family residential land uses (RM-30 
Zoning) 
East (Emerson Street): Single-family residential land uses; R-1 Zoning) 
South:  Multi-family residential land uses (RM-30- Zoning) 
West: Street and Caltrain right-of-way (Alma Street/Caltrain tracks 
Public Facility Zoning) 
 

Aerial View of Property: 
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Source Google maps 2021 
 
Land Use Designation & Applicable Plans 
Zoning Designation: RM-30 (Multi-family residential) 

Comp. Plan Designation: (MF) Multi-family residential  

Context-Based  
Design Criteria: Applicable 

Downtown Urban  
Design Guide: Not Applicable 

South of Forest Avenue 
Coordinated Area Plan: Not Applicable 

Baylands Master Plan: Not Applicable 

El Camino Real Design 
Guidelines (1976 / 2002): Not Applicable 

Proximity to Residential 
Uses or Districts (150'): Applicable 

Located w/in the Airport 
Influence Area: Not Applicable 

 
Prior City Reviews & Action 
City Council: None 

PTC: None 

HRB: None 

2

Packet Pg. 11



City of Palo Alto 
Planning & Development Services Department  Page 4 

 

ARB: None 

 

Project Description 
The proposed project includes demolition of four existing residential rental units (two side by 
side duplexes with two two-car detached garages at the frontage) totaling approximately 2,920 
sf. Four residential rental townhome style units totaling approximately 4,839 sf, would be 
constructed in four three-story buildings, each at a maximum height of 30 feet. Eight parking 
spaces would be provided, two for each of the units. A location map is included in Attachment 
A, the applicant’s project description is included in Attachment E, and project plans are 
included in Attachment F.  
 
Requested Entitlements, Findings and Purview:  
The following discretionary applications are being requested:  

• Architectural Review – 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 and Development Services 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, 
except that, in accordance with the Housing Accountability Act, additional restrictions 
on denial of a housing project apply (as discussed further below and in the analysis). 
Draft findings to approve this AR application are provided in Attachment C. 

 
The ARB’s purview is limited by the following state laws: 

• Housing Accountability Act (Senate Bill 167): The proposed project constitutes a 
“housing development project” under the Housing Accountability Act. The Housing 
Accountability Act Section 65589.5(j) requires that when a proposed housing 
development project complies with applicable, objective general plan and zoning 
standards, a local agency may only deny the project or reduce its density if the agency 
first finds that (1) the development would have a specific adverse impact on public 
health or safety unless disapproved, or approved at a lower density; and (2) there is no 
feasible method to satisfactorily mitigate or avoid the specific adverse impact, other 
than the disapproval, or approval at a lower density. 

• Senate Bill 330: Effective January 1, 2020, SB330 aims to increase residential unit 
development, protects existing housing inventory, and expedites permit processing. The 
State’s intent for this process is to make it faster and provide certainty to an applicant 
by locking in the development requirements and standards for projects that submit a 
pre-application in accordance with SB 330. Consistent with the HAA, under SB 330, the 
City is prohibited from reducing residential density of any project defined as a “housing 
development project”. SB 330 also enacts no net loss provisions, prohibiting the loss of 
housing units on the site and limits the number of allowed hearings for a project that 
meet the objective standards to a maximum of five (5) hearings. 
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Analysis1  
Staff has reviewed the proposed project for consistency with the State regulations, as well as 
the City’s Comprehensive Plan, Zoning Code, and other applicable design guidelines and plans.  
 
Neighborhood Setting and Character 
The project is located along a portion of Alma Street south of Colorado Avenue that includes 
multi-family residential uses within the RM-30 Zone District. Approximately 300 feet south of 
the project site the zoning transitions to RM-40 along Alma Street. Multi-family developments 
along this stretch of Alma Street range from one to two stories. The zoning east of the project 
site is R-1 (single family residential) along Emerson Street. To the west, across Alma Street is 
Caltrain right-of-way and commercial development on general manufacturing zoned parcels.  
 
SB 330 (Housing Crisis Act) 
The applicant has filed a Senate Bill 330 pre-application as a complying housing development 
project (more than 2/3 housing). That pre-application has been deemed compliant. Therefore, 
review of the project is based on the standards in place at the time that the compliant pre-
application was submitted on June 11, 2021 (though staff notes that there have not been any 
code amendments adopted that would be relevant to the proposed project since that date).  
 
The existing site contains four units and the project proposes four units; therefore, the project 
complies with the no net loss of housing requirements in accordance with SB 330. In addition, 
the existing units have been vacant for over five years; therefore, the project is not subject to 
the renter protection requirements or income restrictions outlined in SB 330. Because the 
project meets the objective standards of the zoning code and comprehensive plan, as further 
described below, the City may not require more than five (5) hearings on the proposed project.  
 
SB 167 (Housing Accountability Act) 
The project is also subject to the Housing Accountability Act and constitutes a housing 
development project in that it consists solely of residential units. As a housing development 
project that complies with applicable, objective general plan and zoning standards, the City 
would be required to make the following findings in order to deny the project or approve it at a 
lower density: 

1. The development would have a specific adverse impact on public health or safety 
unless disapproved, or approved at a lower density; and 

2. There is no feasible method to satisfactorily mitigate or avoid the specific adverse 
impact, other than the disapproval, or approval at a lower density 

 
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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In other words, the City’s subjective Architectural Review findings cannot be a basis for denial 
or reduction in density.  Should the applicant choose not to incorporate changes recommended 
by the ARB, if requested, in order to meet the findings, the City would be limited to requiring 
such changes that can be stated as clear conditions of approval that can be applied without 
further discretionary review and that would not reduce the density of the project. Staff 
anticipates returning to the ARB for a formal recommendation following completion of the 
CEQA analysis. Therefore, the applicant will have the opportunity to consider any feedback 
provided by boardmembers during this study session prior to returning for a formal 
recommendation. 
 
Consistency with the Comprehensive Plan, Area Plans and Guidelines2 
The Comprehensive Plan includes Goals, Policies, and Programs that guide the physical form of 
the City. The Comprehensive Plan provides the basis for the City’s development regulations and 
is used by City staff to regulate building and development and make recommendations on 
projects. Further, ARB Finding #1 requires that the design be consistent and compatible with 
applicable elements of the Palo Alto Comprehensive Plan. 
 
The Comprehensive Plan land use designation for the project site is Multiple-Family Residential, 
which prescribes a density range of eight to 40 dwelling units per acre. At 0.185 acres, the 
permitted density of the site is 3-5 units; the project has a density of 4 units (22 DU/AC), which 
complies with the intended multiple-family residential density. 
 
On balance, the project is consistent with the policies in the Comprehensive Plan and therefore 
fulfills the goals of the Plan as well. A detailed review of the project’s consistency with the 
Comprehensive Plan is provided in Attachment C as part of the draft findings for the proposed 
project.  
 
Zoning Compliance3 
Staff performed a detailed review of the proposed project’s consistency with applicable zoning 
standards. A summary table is provided in Attachment B. The proposed project complies with 
all applicable codes in a manner that is consistent with the Zoning Ordinance. Some residents 
have expressed concern about allowing a three-story building in this location; however, the 
allowable height is 35 feet within this district and the proposed height is 30 feet.  
 
Context-Based Design Criteria 
The project is subject to the context-based design criteria as outlined in PAMC Chapter 18.13. A 
draft analysis of the project’s consistency with these standards is included in Attachment C. 
Staff has concluded that the project is consistent with the findings. However, some of the 
context-based design criteria are subjective standards. In accordance with the Housing 

 
2 The Palo Alto Comprehensive Plan is available online: 
http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/gov/topics/projects/landuse/compplan.asp  
3 The Palo Alto Zoning Code is available online: http://www.amlegal.com/codes/client/palo-alto_ca  
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Accountability Act, the project cannot be denied based on subjective standards. Therefore, if 
the ARB does not agree with staff’s conclusions, they may suggest changes as long as they 
would not reduce the density of the project.   
 
Alternatively, the ARB could include clear conditions of approval to address the concern rather 
than recommending project denial. As noted below, staff anticipates returning to the ARB for a 
formal recommendation following completion of the CEQA analysis. Therefore, the applicant 
will have the opportunity to consider any feedback provided by boardmembers during this 
study session prior to returning for a formal recommendation. 
 
Multi-Modal Access & Parking 
The proposed project would improve the site’s existing condition with respect to parking 
design. Currently the site includes a single point of ingress and egress on either side of a City 
planting strip. However, the driveway extends across the entire frontage, providing access to 
two, two-car parking garages located along the front setback.  
 
The revised design includes these same points of ingress/egress but reduces the width of these 
access points. It also reduces the paving along the frontage, providing clear separation between 
the driveway and the sidewalk, and moves the parking to a less visible location.  
 
The revised design provides two (2) parking spaces for each unit (eight (8) spaces in total), 
addressing the existing legal noncomplying parking condition at the site. The project provides 
one long-term bicycle parking space for each unit, also addressing an existing noncomplying 
condition at the site. The planters within the right-of-way would be improved and the existing 
mature tree is proposed to be retained. 
 
Consistency with Application Findings 
Staff finds the project to be consistent with State code, Comprehensive Plan, Zoning code, and 
context-based design criteria. Draft findings of approval have been included in this staff report. 
Because the project is still being analyzed in accordance with the California Environmental 
Quality Act, this project will return for a formal recommendation once the analysis is complete. 
Draft conditions of approval would be provided at that time. 
 

Environmental Review 
The subject project is currently being 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. It is anticipated that the project is eligible for a 
categorical exemption in accordance with the California Environmental Quality Action in 
accordance with CEQA Guidelines Section 15303 (Small projects) and 15302 (Replacement). 
Once analysis is complete, staff would return to the ARB for a formal recommendation.  
 
The project is located on the border of the California-Olive-Emerson (COE) plume. Based on the 
most recent Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) testing at the closest groundwater 
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monitoring well, the groundwater at this site may exceed applicable thresholds for residential 
use. Because this represents an impact of the environment on the project versus impacts of the 
project on the environment this is not an issue addressed in accordance with CEQA. However, 
any future conditions of approval of the project will require additional testing and coordination 
with an oversight agency (e.g. Santa Clara County Department of Environmental Health or 
Regional Water Quality Control Board) to identify appropriate remediation (e.g. 
implementation of a vapor intrusion mitigation system) to ensure the protection of future 
residents on the site.  
 

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 Daily Post 
on October 8, which is 13 days in advance of the meeting. Postcard mailing also occurred on 
October 8, 2021.  
 
Public Comments 
The city has received three comments from residents within 600 feet of the project site. All 
three commenters expressed concern that the proposed project includes a three-story 
development. One commenter expressed that the residents along Emerson Street would like 
the project to be redesigned to include two-stories at the rear, as was done on previously 
approved projects on the site (which ultimately were not developed). Written comments are 
included in Attachment D.  
 

Report Author & Contact Information ARB4 Liaison & Contact Information 
Claire Raybould, Senior Planner Jodie Gerhardt, AICP, Planning Manager 

(650) 329-2116 (650) 329-2575 
Claire.Raybould@cityofpaloalto.org jodie.gerhardt@cityofpaloalto.org 

 
Attachments: 

• Attachment A: Location Map (PDF) 

• Attachment B: Zoning Comparison Table (DOCX) 

• Attachment C: Draft ARB Findings for Approval (DOCX) 

• Attachment D: Written Public Comments (PDF) 

• Attachment E: Applicant's Project Description (PDF) 

• Attachment F: Project Plans (DOCX) 

 
4 Emails may be sent directly to the ARB using the following address: arb@cityofpaloalto.org  
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ATTACHMENT B 
ZONING COMPARISON TABLE 

2609 Alma Street, 21PLN-00176 
 

Table 1: COMPARISON WITH CHAPTER 18.13 (RM-30 DISTRICT)  

Regulation Required  Existing Proposed 

Minimum/Maximum 
Site Area, Width and 
Depth 

8,500 sf area, 70 foot width, 
100 foot depth 
 

8,070 sf (0.185 acres) 
 

8,070 sf (0.185 acres) 
 
 

Minimum Front Yard  (2)   24 feet (special setback on 
Alma) 

~24 feet 24 feet 

Rear Yard  
 

10 feet ~20 feet 11 foot, six inches 

Interior Side Yard 
 

6 feet ~5-6 feet on each side 10 feet 

Street Side Yard 16 feet Not applicable Not applicable 

Special Setback   24 feet (Alma) 24 feet 24 feet 

Max. Building Height  35 feet Unknown (single-
story) 

30 feet 

Side Yard Daylight 
Plane  

For lots with width of less 
than 70 feet: 10 feet at lot line 
then 45 degree angle limited 
to the first 10 feet from the 
property line (no daylight 
plane beyond 10 feet) 

Complies Complies 

Rear Yard Daylight 
Plane  

10 feet at rear setback line 
then 45 degree angle  

Complies Complies 

Max. Site Coverage 40% (3,228 sf) 
 

36.1% (2920 sf) 37.6% (3,034.8 sf) 

Max. Total Floor Area 
Ratio 

60% (4,842 sf) 36.1% (2920 sf) 60% (4,839 sf) 

Minimum Site Open 
Space 

30% (6,560 sf)   unknown 56.3% (12,333 sf) 

Minimum Usable 
Open Space 

150 sf per unit (600 sf) unknown 2,644 sf 

Minimum Common 
Open Space 

75 sf per unit (300 sf) unknown 346 sf 

Minimum Private 
Open Space  

50 sf per unit (200 sf) unknown 2,298 sf 

 

Table 2: CONFORMANCE WITH CHAPTER 18.52 (Off-Street Parking)  

for Multiple-Family Residential  

Type Required Proposed 

Vehicle Parking 2 spaces per unit, of which at least one space per unit 
must be covered.  8 spaces required 

8 spaces proposed 

 

Bicycle Parking 1 space per unit (100% long term) 4 required 4 spaces 
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ATTACHMENT C 
ARB FINDINGS FOR APPROVAL 

2609 Alma Street 
21PLN-00176 

 
The design and architecture of the proposed improvements, as conditioned, complies with the 
Findings for Architectural Review as required in Chapter 18.76 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.  
 
The project is consistent with Finding #1 because: 
 
The proposed project complies with the zoning code and requires no exceptions to the 
development standards. The project is subject to the context-based design criteria (as outlined 
under finding #2), but is not subject to any other site specific design guidelines and is not located 
within a coordinated area plan area. The proposed project is generally consistent with the 
Comprehensive Plan, below is an analysis of the applicable goals and policies:  
 

Comp Plan Goals and Policies How project adheres or does not adhere to 
Comp Plan 

The Comprehensive Plan land use designation 
for the site is Multi-family Residential). 

The project replaces four residential rental 
units with four residential rental units. This 
proposed multi-family use, consistent with the 
existing use of the site, is consistent with the 
multi-family comprehensive plan land use 
designation. 

Land Use and Community Design 

Policy L-1.2: Limit future urban development to 
currently developed lands within the urban 
service area. The boundary of the urban service 
area is otherwise known as the urban growth 
boundary. Retain undeveloped land west of 
Foothill Expressway and Junipero Serra as open 
space, with allowances made for very low-
intensity development consistent with the 
open space character of the area. Retain 
undeveloped land northeast of Highway 101 as 
open space. 

The project is located on currently 
development lands within the urban service 
area.  

Policy L-1.3: Infill development in the urban 
service area should be compatible with its 

The project is an urban infill development 
proposal in the urban service area of the city.  
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surroundings and the overall scale and 
character of the city to ensure a compact, 
efficient development pattern. 

Policy L-1.5: Regulate land uses in Palo Alto 
according to the land use definitions in this 
Element and Map L-6. 

The project is consistent with the land use 
definitions in this element and Map L-6, which 
identify this site as multi-family residential. 

Policy L-1.11: Hold new development to the 
highest development standards in order to 
maintain Palo Alto’s livability and achieve the 
highest quality development with the least 
impacts 

The project is subject to the City’s design 
review process, which require compliance with 
the architectural review findings, which 
ensures a high quality appearance. The project 
is also subject to, and complies with, the 
objective standards outlined in the municipal 
code, including any objective standards in the 
performance criteria and context based design 
criteria.  

Policy L-2.8: When considering infill 
redevelopment, work to minimize 
displacement of existing residents. 

The project site has been vacant for more than 
five years and therefore would not displace any 
existing residents.  

Policy L-3.1: Ensure that new or remodeled 
structures are compatible with the 
neighborhood and adjacent structures. 

Although the development is taller than 
adjacent single-story developments, the 
project complies with the daylight plane 
requirements at the rear and sides of the lot 
and meets the height requirements for this 
zone district. The majority of the developments 
along Alma have a similar modular design to 
the proposed project.  

Policy L-6.1: Promote high-quality design and 
site planning that is compatible with 
surrounding development and public spaces. 

Policy L-3.4: Ensure that new multi-family 
buildings, entries and outdoor spaces are 
designed and arranged so that each 
development has a clear relationship to a 
public street. 

The project includes open space areas that 
front or otherwise overlook the public right-of-
way providing a sense of habitation that 
connects the development with the street and 
also providing more landscaping (where the 
site is currently entirely paved) to create a 
more attractive environment from the street 
view.  

Policy L-6.2:  Use the Zoning Ordinance, design 
review process, design guidelines and 
Coordinated Area Plans to ensure high 
quality residential and commercial design and 
architectural compatibility. 

The project is consistent with the City’s Zoning 
Ordinance because it maintains building 
setbacks, height, parking standards. Further, 
the project is subject to the City’s design review 
process, which ensures a high-quality 
appearance. 
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Policy L-6.7: Where possible, avoid abrupt 
changes in scale and density between 
residential and non-residential areas and 
between residential areas of different 
densities. To promote compatibility and 
gradual transitions between land uses, place 
zoning district boundaries at mid-block 
locations rather than along streets wherever 
possible. 

Although the project includes a three-story 
development where the majority of 
surrounding development is single-story, the 
project complies with the height, setback, and 
daylight plane requirements for this zone 
district. At the rear of the building where the 
project abuts R-1 the project steps back at each 
level to meet daylight plane and provide a 
transition between this three-story use and the 
abutting R-1 property at the rear.  

Policy L-6.8: Support existing regulations that 
preserve exposure to natural light for single-
family residences 

The project complies with daylight plane and 
provides a 30-foot structure where 35 feet is 
allowed.  

Policy L-9.2: Encourage development that 
creatively integrates parking into the project, 
including by locating it behind buildings or 
underground wherever possible, or by 
providing for shared use of parking areas. 
Encourage other alternatives to surface parking 
lots that minimize the amount of land devoted 
to parking while still maintaining safe streets, 
street trees, a vibrant local economy and 
sufficient parking to meet demand. 

The existing site is paved with a driveway that 
extends along the entire 24-foot frontage and 
provides parking at the front of the lot. The 
proposed development would amend this to 
reduce the driveway paving, providing the 
minimum code required drive aisles for the site 
and incorporating parking at the center of the 
lot, away from both the public right-of-way and 
the single-family residential at the rear of the 
property. 

Policy L-9.3: Treat residential streets as both 
public ways and neighborhood amenities. 
Provide and maintain continuous sidewalks, 
healthy street trees, benches and other 
amenities that promote walking and “active” 
transportation. 

The project improves the street right-of-way 
through improved street planting and clear 
separation of the public sidewalk from the 
private property. Open space and landscaping 
is provided at the project frontage instead of 
paved driveway. 

Housing Element 

Goal H-2: Support the construction of housing 
near schools, transit, parks, shopping, 
employment and cultural institutions 

The project replaces existing vacant housing 
that is in need of repair with a new multi-family 
housing development in a transit-oriented 
location that is also near schools, showing, and 
employment in mid-town and the downtown 
areas.  

 
The project has also been reviewed for conformance with the development standards in the 
zoning code and found to be in compliance with the intent and regulations contained therein. A 
comprehensive review of the project to applicable development standards is included in the 
administrative record (See Attachment B for a complete zoning consistency analysis).  
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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.  
 
The project is consistent with Finding #2 because: 
 
The area is comprised of various multi-family development along Alma, commercial development 
opposite the train tracks, and single-family residential at the rear along Emerson Street. The 
project proposes to construct a building that is taller than the immediate surrounding 
developments, but well within the allowable standards of the RM-30 zone district (30 feet where 
35 feet is allowed). The project preserves existing mature trees along the street right-of-way and 
enhances the permeable, planted open space area on the site. The existing structures are not 
historic; they are in need of repair and have been vacant for more than five years. Although taller 
than nearby development, the project complies with daylight plane requirements at the rear and 
the side yards. In particular, at the rear the project is stepped back at each of the two upper levels 
to push massing away from the property line where it abuts an R-1 zoned property.  
 
Pursuant to PAMC 18.13.060, the following multi-family context-based design considerations and 
findings are applicable to this project. These context-based design criteria are intended 
to  indicate relationships between the site's development to adjacent street types, surrounding 
land uses, and on-site or nearby natural features, such as creeks or trees. Effective transitions to 
these adjacent uses and features are strongly reinforced by Comprehensive Plan policies. The 
purpose is to encourage development in a multi-family district to be responsible to its context 
and compatibility with adjacent development. 

 
1. Massing and Building Facades  
Massing and building facades shall be designed to create a residential scale in keeping with Palo 
Alto Neighborhoods, and to provide a relationship with street(s) through various elements. 
 
The finding can be made in the affirmative in that that the project design provides an improved 
interface with the street, locating landscaping along the frontage and orienting balconies and 
private patios toward the street and a design that accentuates these features. The roofline, 
porches and balconies provide human scale and break up the massing. At the rear the building 
step back at upper floors, away from the rear property line, meeting daylight plane requirements. 
The various materials are designed to help break up the massing as well.  
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2. Low Density Residential Transitions  
 Where new projects are built abutting existing lower-scale residential development, care shall be 
taken to respect the scale and privacy of neighboring properties 
 
Adjacent development on the sides includes multi-family and two-family in single story structures 
and a single family residential property at the rear. The windows are designed so as not to provide 
views directly into neighboring windows and privacy screening slats are provided on side walls of 
the balconies. Planting along the rear of the balconies provide screening of views out the rear 
balcony; the balconies on the rear buildings have also been set back further from the property 
line, stepping back both to reduce the size of the balcony and to meet daylight plane. Existing 
vegetation on the neighboring property at the rear will be retained and two new trees are 
proposed on the property along the rear, outside of the utility easement. 
 
3. Project Open Space  
Private and public open space shall be provided so that it is usable for the residents and visitors of 
the site 
 
The finding can be made in the affirmative in that the project provides significantly more open 
space than is required per code. Though most open space is provided on balconies, a small area 
of common open space is provided at the front of the property and creates a small but safe area, 
surrounded by landscaping for residents to use. Small backyards are also provided for the units 
at the rear and ground floor patios are provided for the units at the front.  
 
4. Parking Design   
Parking needs shall be accommodated but shall not be allowed to overwhelm the character of the 
project or detract from the pedestrian environment 
 
The parking is provided toward the center of the lot, shielded from both the public right-of-way 
as well as single-family residential uses. The parking design improves the site’s existing parking 
condition, which places the parking at the forefront of the lot along Alma. The parking design is 
convenient and allows for open space and landscaping along the frontage in-lieu of paving.  
 
5. Large Multi-acre sites  
Large sites (over one acre) shall be designed so that street, block, and building patterns are 
consistent with those of the surrounding neighborhood 
 
This site is less than an acre. Therefore, this context-based criteria is not applicable. 
 
6. Housing Variety and Units on Individual Lots   
Multifamily projects may include a variety of unit types such as small-lot detached units (Figure 6-
1), attached rowhouses/townhouses (Figure 6-2), and cottage clusters in order to achieve variety 
and create transitions to adjacent existing development, 
 
The finding can be made in the affirmative in that there are a limited number of spaces available 
at the street level with the majority of the parking underground. The pedestrian paths of travel 
through the site are separated from the parking lot and paved with different materials. The 
surface parking is also partially screened by landscaping along El Camino Way. 
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7. Sustainability and Green Building Design  
Project design and materials to achieve sustainability and green building design should be 
incorporated into the project 
 
The finding can be made in the affirmative in that the project will satisfy the requirements for 
CALGreen Mandatory + Tier 2. This includes providing solar and being an all-electric building as 
well as equipping the buildings with heat pumps and energy recovery ventilators to provide 
efficient heating and cooling. Shading/Privacy screens and trellis at south-west facing decks are 
designed to help control overheating in the summer and to allow passive heating in the winter. 
The driveway and parking court are also designed as permeable paving surface to maximize onsite 
stormwater management and reduce heat island effects. Drought tolerant native planting would 
also help to reduce water use. 

 
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.  
 
The project is consistent with Finding #3 because: 
 
The project proposes a contemporary style that reflects the modular design along this stretch of 
Alma. The project uses materials such as stucco, wood siding, and bronzed aluminum to provide 
variation in materials. The proposed colors are neutral and are compatible with surrounding color 
schemes. The project incorporates landscaping and reduces paving in comparison to the existing 
condition at the site in order to enhance the appearance of the site, particularly along the street 
frontage. 
 
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.).  
 
The project is consistent with Finding #4 because: 
 
The project provides reduced paving along the frontage but still provides code compliant drive 
aisles and proper site triangles along the frontage to ensure pedestrian safety. The pedestrian 
environment is improved in that the project provides clear separation between the public 
sidewalk and drive aisles where the current site includes paving across the entire frontage used 
for car parking; there is currently no clear separation between the driveway and the sidewalk. 
Bicycle parking is also provided, addressing the sites existing noncompliance. 
 
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.  
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The project is consistent with Finding #5 because: 
 
The project will provide a variety of drought-tolerant planting. Some of the plantings were 
selected from a California native palette. The selected varieties of trees would provide 
appropriate habitat for wildlife as a part of a bigger neighborhood and community wide system. 
Additional landscaping is provided on the balconies of the building. 
 
Finding #6: The project incorporates design principles that achieve sustainability in areas 
related to energy efficiency, water conservation, building materials, landscaping, and site 
planning.  
 
The project is consistent with Finding #6 because: 
 
In accordance with the City’s Green Building Regulations, the project will satisfy the requirements 
for CALGreen Mandatory + Tier 2. This includes providing solar and being an all-electric building 
as well as equipping the buildings with heat pumps and energy recovery ventilators to provide 
efficient heating and cooling. Shading/Privacy screens and trellis at south-west facing decks are 
designed to help control overheating in the summer and to allow passive heating in the winter. 
The driveway and parking court are also designed as permeable paving surface to maximize 
onsite stormwater management and reduce heat island effects. Drought tolerant native planting 
would also help to reduce water use.  
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Performance Criteria 
2609 Alma Street 21PLN-0176 

 
Pursuant to PAMC 18.23, the following performance criteria are intended to provide additional 
standards to be used in the design and evaluation of developments in the multi-family, 
commercial, and industrial zones. The purpose is to balance the needs of the uses within these 
zones with the need to minimize impacts to surrounding neighborhoods and businesses. The 
criteria are intended to make new developments and major architectural review projects 
compatible with nearby residential and business areas, and to enhance the desirability of the 
proposed developments for the site residents and users, and for abutting neighbors and 
businesses. 
 

Performance Criteria Project Consistency 

18.23.020 Trash Disposal and Recycling 

Assure that development provides adequate and 
accessible interior areas or exterior enclosures for the 
storage of trash and recyclable materials in appropriate 
containers, and that trash disposal and recycling areas 
are located as far from abutting residences as is 
reasonably possible. 
 

The project provides two enclosed 
trash facilities, each of which 
would be shared by two 
residences. The trash facility is fully 
enclosed and out of clear sight 
from any public right-of-way or 
neighboring lots. 

18.23.030 Lighting 

To minimize the visual impacts of lighting on abutting or 
nearby residential sites and from adjacent roadways. 
 

The applicant has provided cut 
sheets of the proposed lighting to 
ensure adequate illumination is 
provided for safe circulation and 
are directed downward to reduce 
glare and impacts to the project’s 
residents. 

18.23.040 Late Night Uses and Activities  

The purpose is to restrict retail or service commercial 
businesses abutting (either directly or across the street) 
or within 50 feet of residentially zoned properties or 
properties with existing residential uses located within 
nonresidential zones, with operations or activities 
between the hours of 10:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m. 
Operations subject to this code may include, but are not 
limited to, deliveries, parking lot and sidewalk cleaning, 
and/or clean up or set up operations, but does not 
include garbage pick- up. 
 

The project is a multi-family 
development and does not 
include late night uses or 
activities. 
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Performance Criteria Project Consistency 

18.23.050 Visual, Screening and Landscaping  

Privacy of abutting residential properties or properties 
with existing residential uses located within 
nonresidential zones (residential properties) should be 
protected by screening from public view all mechanical 
equipment and service areas. Landscaping should be 
used to integrate a project design into the surrounding 
neighborhood, and to provide privacy screening between 
properties where appropriate. 
 

The project abuts residential 
properties. All mechanical 
equipment is located away from 
the setbacks and would not affect 
neighboring properties nor the 
public view. Landscaping is 
integrated along the lot lines and 
frontage; privacy screening is 
provided from balconies through 
additional planting.  
 

18.23.060 Noise and Vibration  

The requirements and guidelines regarding noise and 
vibration impacts are intended to protect residentially 
zoned properties or properties with existing residential 
uses located within nonresidential zones (residential 
properties) from excessive and unnecessary noises 
and/or vibrations from any sources in abutting industrial 
or commercially zoned properties. Design of new 
projects should reduce noise from parking, loading, and 
refuse storage areas and from heating, ventilation, air 
conditioning apparatus, and other machinery on nearby 
residential properties. New equipment, whether 
mounted on the exterior of the building or located 
interior to a building, which requires only a building 
permit, shall also be subject to these requirements. 
 

The stated performance criteria is 
not applicable to this residential 
development project as the 
subject lot is located in a 
residential zone (RM-30) that does 
not abut an industrial or 
commercially zoned property. 
 

18.23.070 Parking  

The visual impact of parking shall be minimized on 
adjacent residentially zoned properties or properties 
with existing residential uses located within 
nonresidential zones. 
 

The project is consistent with the 
stated performance criteria in that 
the proposed parking layout 
places the majority of the 
project’s parking in the below-
grade parking garage and at most, 
only three vehicles could be 
parked at-grade in uncovered 
spaces. Those at-grade spaces 
would also be partially screened 
by landscaping from the public 
right-of-way. 
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Performance Criteria Project Consistency 

 

18.23.080 Vehicular, Pedestrian and Bicycle Site Access  

The guidelines regarding site access impacts are 
intended to minimize conflicts between residential 
vehicular, pedestrian, and bicycle uses and more 
intensive traffic associated with commercial and 
industrial districts, and to facilitate pedestrian and 
bicycle connections through and adjacent to the project 
site. 
 

The project is consistent with the 
stated performance criteria in that 
the proposed site places the 
driveway access to the 
commercial uses along El Camino 
Real and maintains the existing 
curb cut to access the residential 
units at the intersection of El 
Camino Way and West Meadow 
Drive. Bicycle and pedestrian 
connectivity is enhanced with the 
proposed breezeway that will 
provide a convenient “short cut” 
to either El Camino Real or El 
Camino Way. 

18.23.090 Air Quality  

The requirements for air quality are intended to buffer 
residential uses from potential sources of odor and/or 
toxic air contaminants. 
 

No proposed uses on the project 
site would produce odor or toxic 
air. 

18.23.100 Hazardous Materials  

In accordance with Titles 15 and 17 of the Palo Alto 
Municipal Code, minimize the potential hazards of any 
use on a development site that will entail the storage, 
use or handling of hazardous materials (including 
hazardous wastes) on-site in excess of the exempt 
quantities prescribed in Health and Safety Code Division 
20, Chapter 6.95, and Title 15 of this code. 
 

This is not applicable to the 
proposed multi-family uses 
proposed. 
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From: Raybould, Claire
To: Lisa Post
Subject: RE: 2609 Alma St. File:21PLN-00176
Date: Wednesday, July 21, 2021 1:53:00 PM

Hi Lisa,
 
This link should bring you directly to all the attachments that the applicant has uploaded, including the project plans. Please let me know
if you have trouble viewing when you go here.
 
https://aca-prod.accela.com/paloalto/Cap/CapDetail.aspx?
Module=Planning&TabName=Planning&capID1=21PLN&capID2=00000&capID3=00176&agencyCode=PALOALTO&IsToShowInspection=no
 
Regards,
Claire
 

From: Lisa Post <lpost@stanford.edu> 
Sent: Wednesday, July 21, 2021 11:43 AM
To: Raybould, Claire <Claire.Raybould@CityofPaloAlto.org>
Subject: Re: 2609 Alma St. File:21PLN-00176
 
Hi I’m free again til 1 if u get a chance.
 
 

From: Raybould, Claire <Claire.Raybould@CityofPaloAlto.org>
Sent: Wednesday, July 21, 2021 9:59 AM
To: Lisa Post <lpost@stanford.edu>
Subject: RE: 2609 Alma St. File:21PLN-00176
 
Hi Lisa,
 
Sorry I missed your call. I know you mentioned you had a meeting at 9:30am today but wasn’t able to catch you before then. If you have
time before 11am let me know and I can call you back.
 
Regards,
Claire
 

From: Lisa Post <lpost@stanford.edu> 
Sent: Monday, July 19, 2021 8:38 PM
To: Raybould, Claire <Claire.Raybould@CityofPaloAlto.org>
Subject: re: 2609 Alma St. File:21PLN-00176
 
CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organization. Be cautious of opening attachments and
clicking on links.

Hello:  I received a notice about the building project at 2609 Alma.  I went to review the project at the online address:  This looks like the
third proposal to build 3-story units on this lot.  The last 2 have involved modifying the design such that the back unit is two story, thus
reducing the impact on the resident directly behind the property. The residents of Emerson Street are adamant about this condition.
 How can we address this issue early in the planning process.
 
My address is 2502 Emerson Street. 
 
Please let me know the best way to convey the concerns of the Residents on Emerson.
 
Best,
 
Lisa
 
Lisa I. Post, Ph.D.
Clinical Associate Professor
Director, Sports Medicine in Psychiatry
Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences
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Stanford University Medical Center
401 Quarry Road
Stanford, CA 94305
o: 650-725-2372
c: 650-906-0859
 

Advancing Science | Clinical Innovation and Service | Educational Excellence
Community Engagement and Commitment | Professionalism Leadership
 
CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: Information contained in this message and any attachments is intended only for the
addressee(s). If you believe that you have received this message in error, please notify the sender immediately by
return electronic mail, and please delete it.
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From: Sandy Tushnet
To: Raybould, Claire
Subject: Comments on 2609 Alma St. Development
Date: Wednesday, July 21, 2021 12:45:11 PM

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organization. Be cautious of opening attachments and clicking
on links.
________________________________

I am a home owner on Ramona St. who received the development notice because I live within 600 ft. of the
proposed project.
I strongly object to this project’s scope of the construction of a 3 story Apartment building.
I believe that a 3 story height would be intrusive to all neighbors around the project and is unusual in regards to the
rest of Alma St. between Oregon Expressway and Meadow.
I don’t want this project to set a precedent for other apartment owners along Alma St. to consider in the future.
Thank you,
Sandy Tushnet
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From: Gary Holl
To: Raybould, Claire
Cc: Council, City
Subject: File No 21PLN-00176 2609 Alma St
Date: Wednesday, July 21, 2021 8:00:43 AM

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the organization. Be cautious of opening attachments and clicking
on links.
________________________________

hello Claire,

We received the “Notice of Proposed Development Project” that was send by the City of Palo Alto.

I would like to go on the record as apposing a three story building at 2609 Alma Street.  (File No. 21PLN-00176)

I appose all three story buildings in our neighborhood.

Regards
Gary Holl
200 Colorado Ave
Palo alto, CA
94301
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June 7, 2021 
  
Attn:  
Dept. of Planning & Development Services 
250 Hamilton Ave. Palo Alto, CA 9430 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
2609-2611 , 2615-2617 ALMA STREET  
 
 
 
1. SCOPE OF WORK: 

 
- Demolish (2) existing 1-story 2-unit apartment buildings and construct (4) separate 

3-story 1-unit residential buildings for market rate rental. Each unit is approx. 1,200 
sq.ft. and includes 3-bedrooms, 2.5 bathrooms, kitchen / living room & private yard. 
Project includes 8 covered off-street parking spaces in central parking court. 
Property is currently comprised of two parcels for which a subdivision application 
for a lot-merger has been approved for a previously approved project on same lot.  

 
2. EXISTING & PROPOSED USES: 

 
- Existing two buildings are unoccupied 2-unit apartment buildings in poor condition 

each at ~1,200 sq.ft. with four parking spaces total. Proposed project constructs 
four separate single-family rental units at ~1,200 sq.ft. with 3 bedrooms each and 8 
parking spaces total.  

 
3. PURPOSE OF PROPOSED CHANGES: 

 
- Proposed project would bring 4 family-sized units to Palo Alto for market-rate 

rental.  
 

4. DESIGN INTENT: 
 

- The design proposes buildings that are “shifted” towards the center of the site, 
allowing for generous private outdoor space for each unit while breaking down the 
volume of the 3-story structures, and providing for the added square footage to 
maximize the number of bedrooms provided. The design also reduces the 
appearance of car parking and garage doors along Alma street by removing the 
carports in the front yard and placing a parking court in the middle of the site. The 
project proposes a one-way driveway at each side, which places the building 
masses towards the center of the site and away from the adjacent buildings 
maintaining access to light and privacy. 
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5. MATERIALS, COLORS, & CONSTRUCTION METHODS: 

 
- A majority of the exterior will be a familiar material in white stucco with shou-sugi 

ban wood siding at the front and rear façades to add a contemporary aspect. Both 
the stucco shell and wood infill are broken down with screening elements which 
provide privacy and add visual interest. Project will be typical V-B wood framed 
construction.  
 

6. LANDSCAPING 
 

- The landscape plan is design to have a clean look, in keeping with the modern 
architectural style. Additionally, the intention is for low maintenance and maximum 
usability for the occupants. There is substantial screening in front of the buildings 
to add privacy and mitigate they busy street sound. A turf strip pattern has been 
integrated into the driveways and parking area to soften and break-up the expanse 
of concrete.  
 

7. LIGHTING 
 

- Site lighting is designed to be as discrete as possible while providing enough light 
along paths to maintain safe access.  
 

 
 
Regards, 
Henry Malmberg, AIA 
415.558.9550 x10023 
henry@johnlumarchitecture.com 
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Attachment F 

 

 

Project Plans 

During Shelter-in-Place, project plans are only available online. Hardcopies of the project plans 

have been provided to boardmembers. 

 

Directions to review Project plans online:  

1. Go to: bit.ly/PApendingprojects  

2. Scroll down to find “2609 Alma” 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-Articles/Planning-and-Development-Services/2609-Alma-

Street 

Materials Boards: 

During Shelter-in-Place, color and material boards will be available to view in the display case 

outside of City Hall, on the exterior elevator near the corner of Hamilton Ave. and Bryant St. 
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