City of Palo Alto

(ID # 6044)

Architectural Review Board ARB Staff Report
Report Type: New Business

Meeting Date: 9/17/2015

Summary Title: 1313 Newell Road
Title: 1313 Newell Road [15PLN-00259] Request by City of Palo Alto for
Architectural Review of a new free standing sign requiring sign exceptions to
exceed the requirements of height, size, and number of free standing signs
allowed on the project site for the Art Center and Rinconada Library facility.
Zone District: Public Facilities District (PF). Environmental Assessment:
Categorically Exempt from the provisions of the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) per CEQA guideline Section 15311.
From: Jonathan Lait
Lead Department: Architectural Review Board
RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends the Architectural Review Board (ARB) recommend approval of the proposed
project to the Director of Planning and Community Environment (Director), based upon the
Architectural Review Findings (Attachment A), Sign Exception Findings (Attachment B) and
subject to the Condition of Approval (Attachment C).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The project includes a new free standing sign at the intersection of Newell Road and
Embarcadero Road. Since September 2012, the Architectural Review Board has reviewed
various signage proposals, including the subject monument sign, in multiple study sessions and
formal review settings. The current design is similar to the concept reviewed by the ARB in the
April 16, 2015 study session. With the goal of creating a distinctive sign that marks the locations
of the Art Center and the Rinconada library, the applicant requests sign exceptions to allow this
free standing monument sign to exceed the limitations set forth in the Sign Code for size, height
and number of signs permitted on each street frontage.

BACKGROUND
Site Information
The project site is shaded by the canopy of mature trees and features a flat glassy area; it is
located at the northwest corner of an 11 acre corner parcel. The parcel has an approximate
frontage of 690 feet along Embarcadero Road and 845 feet along Newell Road. The parcel
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supports three major civil uses: the Art Center, the Rinconada Library and the Community
Garden. Residential uses are located across from the project site on Embarcadero Road. On
Newell Road, directly opposite the project site, are City facilities (a fire station, pool and tennis
courts).
Existing signs that are visible from the street include the following (Plan Set Page 6):
 Four 15-foot tall banner signs erected along the Embarcadero Road frontage;
 Two monument signs along Newell Road; and
 One wall sign on wooden fence facing Newell Road.
Previous Review
The original signage program, reviewed by the ARB in 2012, proposed a free standing
monument sign at this location. The ARB, at the time, recommended refining the monument
design and the applicant choose to exclude the sign from the proposed signage program. Since
then, staff members from the Art Center, Rinconada Library and other City staff have worked
collaboratively to develop various design concepts that were presented to the ARB in study
sessions on June 19, 2014, September 18, 2014 and April 16, 2015.
During the last ARB study session on April 16, 2015, two design options were presented and
most ARB members expressed support of design A with the simplified whimsical forms. The
ARB encouraged the applicant to further explore the color selection and fine tune the design
details.
Project Description
The applicant has included a preferred sign design (Plan Set Page 18) along with several
alternative designs (Plan Set Page 35) for review by the ARB. The preferred design is
approximately 24’ 6” wide, 11’ 9” tall and 285 square feet in size (Attachment E). It maintains all
the primary forms found in design A presented at the April 16, 2015 ARB study session.
However, two new forms are proposed to be added on both ends. The preferred design also
has a modified color selection and design details from the previous design A. The proposed sign
shares a similar design theme with the signage found at the nearby Junior Museum and Zoo, as
well as at the Children’s Library. The selected font style and colors are consistent with the City’s
branding standard.
Similar to previous concepts, the forms will be constructed in steel with variation in thickness
ranging from ½” to 5”. The forms will be mounted on an approximately 12 foot wide by 24 foot
long concrete base that would curve with the intersection, allowing maximum visibility of
signage from both streets. The base would be positioned with the necessary sight line clearance
for vehicular traffic from the sidewalk and trees. Eight ground well LED light fixtures are
proposed to illuminate upward from the concrete base. The applicant has prepared a
description letter with additional information about the project (Attachment D).

DISCUSSION
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Sign Code Compliance
The proposed sign does not readily fit within the Sign Code’s provisions for freestanding sign
and therefore requires exceptions as outlined below:
Type
Exception
Size

of Permitted

Height
Number

26.5 square feet
5 feet
One sign per frontage
Newell Road – 1
Embarcadero Road - 1

Proposed
285 square feet
(actual area of individual forms is 90 square feet)
11 feet 9.4 inches
Newell Road – 3 (proposed sign and existing 2
monument signs)
Embarcadero Road - 4 (existing 4 banner signs)

In addition, the project exceeds the allowed combination of signs. Section 16.20.170 of the
Sign Code allows a freestanding sign and any one of the following: a flat wall sign, a projecting
sign, or an awning sign. The project includes a third freestanding sign on the same property.
In considering approval of the freestanding sign, the following sign expectation findings must be
made:
(1) There are exceptional or extraordinary circumstances or conditions applicable to the
property involved that do not apply generally to property in the same district;
(2) The granting of the application is necessary for the preservation and enjoyment of a
substantial property right of the applicant and to prevent unreasonable property loss or
unnecessary hardships;
(3) The granting of the application will not be detrimental or injurious to property or
improvements in the vicinity and will not be detrimental to the public health, safety,
general welfare or convenience.
Staff believes that exception findings can be made to support the proposed freestanding sign as
further described in Attachment B: The project is located on a large parcel with multiple major
public facilities. The Rinconada Library and the Art Center are considered exceptional uses that
are not found on other sites within the district. The proposed sign is distinctive in character to
complement its civic nature and unique function. It will not be detrimental to the public health,
safety, welfare or convenience. In fact, it will promote greater use of these civic treasures.
Architectural Review
The project has been evaluated based on the architectural review findings set forth in the Palo
Alto Municipal Code (PMAC) 18.76.020(d) (Attachment A). The project is also required to be
consistent with the Comprehensive Plan policies to ensure these findings are met.
Comprehensive Plan Conformance
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The project is consistent with the applicable policies in the Comprehensive Plan as it is high
quality signage that is attractive and appropriate for its function (Policy L-48; Policy L-50). The
signage promotes the use of the Rinconada Library and Art Center as inviting gathering places
(Goal L-8; Policy L-61). The proposed signage is compatible in character with public art pieces
(Policy L-72) in proximity, as well as with the signage of nearby civic uses.

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW
Pursuant to the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the project is
categorically exempt as per CEQA Guideline Section 15311.
Prepared by: Christy Fong, Planner
Reviewed by: Jodie Gerhardt, Interim Current Planning Manger
Amy French, AICP, Chief Planning Official
Approved by: Jonathan Lait, AICP, Assistant Director
Cara Silver, Senior Assistant City Attorney
Attachments:
 Attachment A: Draft Architectural Review Findings for Approval.doc
 Attachment B: Draft Sign Exception Findings (DOC)
 Attachment C: Draft Conditions of Approval (DOC)
 Attachment D: Applicant's Project Description Letter
(DOCX)
 Attachment E: Project Plans (ARB Members Only) (DOCX)
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ATTACHMENT A
DRAFT ARCHITECTURAL REVIEW FINDINGS
FOR APPROVAL
1313 Newell Road
15PLN-000259
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.
Comprehensive Plan and Purpose of ARB:
Finding #1: The design is consistent and compatible with applicable elements of the Palo Alto
Comprehensive Plan.
Finding #16: The design is consistent and compatible with the purpose of architectural review,
which is to:


Promote orderly and harmonious development in the city;



Enhance the desirability of residence or investment in the city;



Encourage the attainment of the most desirable use of land and
improvements;



Enhance the desirability of living conditions upon the immediate site or in
adjacent areas; and



Promote visual environments which are of high aesthetic quality and
variety and which, at the same time, are considerate of each other.

The project is consistent with Findings #1 and #16 because:
The project is consistent with the applicable policies in the Comprehensive Plan as it creates
high quality signage that is attractive and appropriate for its function (Policy L-48; Policy L-50).
The signage promotes the use of the Rinconada Library and the Art Center as inviting gathering
places (Goal L-8; Policy L-61). The proposed signage complements the public art pieces (Policy L72) in proximity, as well as being harmonious with the signage of nearby civic uses. The project
incorporates quality and creative design that revitalizes street life and marks the presence of
major civic uses. The signage will enhance the overall visual and aesthetic quality of the public
facilities.
Compatibility and Character:
Finding #2: The design is compatible with the immediate environment of the site.
Finding #4: In areas considered by the board as having a unified design character or historical
character, the design is compatible with such character.
Finding #5: The design promotes harmonious transitions in scale and character in areas

between different designated land uses.
Finding #6: The design is compatible with approved improvements both on and off the site.
The project is consistent with Findings #2, #4, #5, and #6 because:
While the design promotes innovations and creativity, the project is consistent with the
branding elements found in other civic facilities. A welcoming and whimsical signage
complements the existing improvements on and off the site. A combined sign for the Art Center
and the Rinconada Library is appropriate at this location. The proposed sign is appropriate in
scale for major civic facilities and would fit within the immediate environment. The sign does
not impact the immediate public sidewalk, streets and nearby residential area.
Functionality and Open Space:
Finding #3: The design is appropriate to the function of the project.
Finding #7: The planning and siting of the building on the site creates an internal sense of order
and provides a desirable environment for occupants, visitors and the general community. (Not
Applicable)
Finding #8: The amount and arrangement of open space are appropriate to the design and the
function of the structures. (Not Applicable)
The project is consistent with Finding #3, because:
The Art Center and Rinconada Library promote an environment that is conducive to the growth
of innovations, explorations and creativity. The proposed sign is artistic in nature and creates a
welcoming presence to these major civic facilities. The proposed design and color selection are
appropriate at a constrained site that is shaded by existing large tree canopy. The proposed sign
curves with the intersection allowing visibility for pedestrians and vehicles in all directions.
Circulation and Traffic:
Finding #9: Sufficient ancillary functions are provided to support the main functions of the
project and the same are compatible with the project’s design concept. (Not Applicable)
Finding #10: Access to the property and circulation thereon are safe and convenient for
pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles.
The project is consistent with Finding #10 because:
The proposed sign is located in a landscaped area and would not affect access to the site or
impede pedestrian/cyclist circulation. The project provides sufficient setback to allow sight line
clearance for vehicular traffic. The proposed materials and paint are not reflective or obtrusive
in nature.
Landscaping and Plant Materials:

Finding #11: Natural features are appropriately preserved and integrated with the project.
Finding #12: The materials, textures and colors and details of construction and plant material
are an appropriate expression to the design and function and compatible with the adjacent and
neighboring structures, landscape elements and functions.
Finding #13: The landscape design concept for the site, as shown by the relationship of plant
masses, open space, scale, plant forms and foliage textures and colors create a desirable and
functional environment on the site and the landscape concept depicts an appropriate unit with
the various buildings on the site. (Not Applicable)
Finding #14: Plant material is suitable and adaptable to the site, capable of being properly
maintained on the site, and is of a variety that would tend to be drought-resistant and to
reduce consumption of water in its installation and maintenance. (Not Applicable)
The project is consistent with Finding #11, 12 because:
The project will have minimal impact on the immediate mature trees. The dynamic forms
varying in size and height are intended to integrate and complement the existing natural
features. The proposed materials are typical of high quality signage and selected colors are
intended to improve the sign’s visibility in a shaded area.
Sustainability:
Finding #15: The design is energy efficient and incorporates renewable energy design elements
including, but not limited to:
a. Careful building orientation to optimize daylight to interiors
b. High performance, low-emissivity glazing
c. Cool roof and roof insulation beyond Code minimum
d. Solar ready roof
e. Use of energy efficient LED lighting
f. Low-flow plumbing and shower fixtures
g. Below grade parking to allow for increased landscape and stormwater treatment
areas
The project is consistent with Finding #15 because:
The proposed sign would be illuminated with energy efficient LED light fixtures.

ATTACHMENT B
DRAFT FINDINGS FOR APPROVAL
SIGN CODE EXCEPTIONS
1313 Newell Road
15PLN-00259

The findings have been made to support the sign exception request:
(1) There are exceptional or extraordinary circumstances or conditions applicable to
the property involved that do not apply generally to property in the same district.
This finding can be made in the affirmative in that the project is a combined sign
for two major civic facilities are not found at other sites within the City. The
project will have a place-making role by creating a unique identity and sense of
place for both the Art Center and the Rinconada Library. Due to the unusual
parcel size of approximately 11 acres, strict compliance of the Sign Code would
limit the presence of these facilities to the community. The project is
appropriately scaled for the street frontages, and is located near major road
intersection that would allow patrons, like pedestrians, bicyclists and drivers, to
easily identify the facilities.
(2) The granting of the application is necessary for the preservation and enjoyment
of a substantial property right of the applicant and to prevent unreasonable
property loss or unnecessary hardships.
This finding can be made in the affirmative in that the proposed sign promotes
culture awareness. The project will enhance the identification of existing civic
facilities, which is consistent with the applicable policies and objectives found in
the Comprehensive Plan.
(3) The granting of the application will not be detrimental or injurious to property or
improvements in the vicinity and will not be detrimental to the public health,
safety, general welfare or convenience.
The project will be constructed in accordance with all code requirements of the
City of Palo Alto and will be neither detrimental nor injurious to surround
properties, public health, and general welfare or convenience. The proposed
sign will enhance the presence of two major public facilities at this location. The
design is visually appropriate for the land use and is found consistent with the
Architectural Review findings as required by the Municipal Code. The proposed
sign would be engineered to ensure pedestrian safety.

ATTACHMENT C
Draft CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL
131 Newell Road
15PLN-00259

PLANNING DIVISION
1. The project shall be in substantial conformance with the approved plans and related
documents received August 3, 2015, except as modified to incorporate these conditions
of approval.
2. The Conditions of Approval document shall be printed on all plans submitted for
building permits related to this project.
3. Any revisions to approved materials and colors for the project during the project
construction phase shall be submitted for review by the ARB.
4. The project approval shall be valid for a period of one year from the original date of
approval. In the event a building permit(s), if applicable, is not secured for the project
within the time limit specified above, the ARB approval shall expire and be of no further
force or effect. Application for extension of this entitlement may be made prior to the
one year expiration.
5. Except as expressly specified herein, the site plan, floor plans, building elevations and
any additional information or representations, submitted by the Applicant during the
Staff review and public hearing process leading to the approval of this entitlement,
whether oral or written, which indicated the proposed structure or manner of
operation, are deemed conditions of approval.
6. The approved use and/or construction are subject to, and shall comply with, all
applicable City ordinances and laws and regulations of other governmental agencies.
7. California Government Code Section 66020 provides that a project applicant who
desires to protest the fees, dedications, reservations, or other exactions imposed on a
development project must initiate the protest at the time the development project is
approved or conditionally approved or within ninety (90) days after the date that fees,
dedications, reservations or exactions are imposed on the Project. Additionally,
procedural requirements for protesting these development fees, dedications,
reservations and exactions are set forth in Government Code Section 66020. IF YOU FAIL
TO INITIATE A PROTEST WITHIN THE 90-DAY PERIOD OR FOLLOW THE PROTEST
PROCEDURES DESCRIBED IN GOVERNMENT CODE SECTION 66020, YOU WILL BE BARRED
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FROM CHALLENGING THE VALIDITY OR REASONABLENESS OF THE FEES, DEDICATIONS,
RESERVATIONS, AND EXACTIONS.
8. This matter is subject to the California Code of Civil Procedures (CCP) Section 1094.5;
the time by which judicial review must be sought is governed by CCP Section 1094.6.
9. To the extent permitted by law, the Applicant shall indemnify and hold harmless the
City, its City Council, its officers, employees and agents (the “indemnified parties”) from
and against any claim, action, or proceeding brought by a third party against the
indemnified parties and the applicant to attack, set aside or void, any permit or approval
authorized hereby for the Project, including (without limitation) reimbursing the City for
its actual attorneys’ fees and costs incurred in defense of the litigation. The City may, in
its sole discretion, elect to defend any such action with attorneys of its own choice.
URBAN FORESTRY
10. Existing Tree Protections. Plans shall show that the Concrete Pad over the existing tree
root area must maintain a maximum 4-inch depth limit, removing only turf and thatch
for leveling. The project shall not cut into tree root zone.
11. Lighting Trench to Monument sign. Plans shall note that the Contractor shall route the
electric conduit as directed by the Urban Forest field inspector (650-496-5953) to
minimize root severance between the uplighting units and the source.
TRANSPORTATION
12. The sign shall be setback at least 6 feet from the back of sidewalks.
13. Proposed lighting and materials shall not be disruptive to the functionality of adjacent
roadways.
BUILDING DEPARTMENT

14. Illuminated signs require Building department review and permits. Plans shall show sign
location, wiring sizes and type, disconnect size and location of panel, conduit type and
size, structural elements, etc.
15. Signage attached to structures shall include an engineered design for all load
combinations for the attachment and/or support(s) associated with the signage.
16. Interior and Exterior illuminated signs are required to comply with Title 24 Energy
requirements as stated in sections 110.9, 130.0, 130.3 for mandatory measures. Prior to
building permit application, submit a Title 24 Energy Form NRCC-LTS-01-E to show
compliance.
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Attachment D

Architectural Review Board Approval Session
Library and Art Center Combined Monument Sign
at the Intersection of Embarcadero and Newell Road
Introduction
The Palo Alto Art Center building and Rinconada Library have shared a campus on Newell Road since
1958. Construction for the renovated Library added hardscape design features such as a “connector”
between the Art Center and Library to create a more integrated campus. Existing and proposed exterior
signage along Newell Road clearly labels the Art Center and Library’s location, but there is a lack of
signage on Embarcadero Road. No shared monument visually marks the presence of the campus. This
presents a wonderful opportunity to extend the goal of unifying the Library and Art Center campus on
the highly visible Embarcadero corridor.
Previous ARB Sessions
Public Works Engineering (PWE) brainstormed with the Library and Art Center directors starting in April
2014 and attempted to create a design that represented the Library and Art Center. PWE first presented
this project to the ARB during a study session in June 2014 with concepts that were using traditional
references to the Library and Art Center. Designs involved books, computers, paint brushes, and easels.
The ARB asked for a more fun and whimsical design, and in September 2014, PWE presented another set
of designs that had taken a very different direction by using multiple sets of signs, having a play on the
words “Library” and “Art Center”, or creating a sign that really caught the attention of drivers and
pedestrians with bold colors.
The ARB offered constructive feedback and requested that Public Works hire a professional designer.
One ARB member also mentioned the Junior Museum and Zoo sign as an example for an appropriate
design which was the catalyst for Public Works hiring the same designer, Darin Wacs. Public Works was
interested in addressing the ARB’s feedback that the Wacs-designed signs represent a sub-brand of City
signage, and this new sign will be aligned with this sub-brand.
In our most recent study session, Darin Wacs provided two proposals. The ARB requested a design that
combined the solid colored option with the overly detailed option. This allowed for one experience
when driving and another experience while walking or biking. The whimsicalness of this sign was also
appreciated because it was more interesting and different from the more formal signage at the facilities’
entrances. There was also support for a sign exception regarding an additional sign on these two
frontages.
Location
The sign will be at the intersection of Newell Road and Embarcadero Road. Surrounding landscape on
the corner includes camphor, London plane, and various oak trees. Two public art pieces are also
located nearby: “Homage to Silence” by Jerome Kirk and “Double Take” by Patrick Dougherty. Existing
signage from the Art Center renovation in 2011 and the Rinconada Library renovation in 2014 will

remain on site.
Sign Base
The current site is shaded by the large tree canopy and features a flat grassy area. Base is to be
positioned with the necessary clearances from the sidewalk and trees. It will also be placed with the
least disturbance to the trees. The base measures approximated 12 feet wide and 24 feet long and
curves with the intersection allowing maximum visibility to the lettering when a driver makes a turn
from Embarcadero onto Newell Road. The base of the sign will stand 6 inches tall and will have a depth
of 2 inches into the grass. There will be perpendicular #4 rebars to reinforce the concrete.
The preferred integral colored concrete base is Davis Colors Silversmoke (Iron Oxide) 860. The alternate
color, if the budget permits, is Davis Colors Willow Green 5376. If our budget does not allow us to use
integral color concrete, the base will match the City’s standard sidewalk concrete color which is
achieved by using 2 pints of Lampblack per cubic yard. Ground well LED lights will be used to illuminate
the sign. It will be installed flush to the concrete base to avoid being a tripping hazard. There will be a
total of 8 lights to light the 24 foot wide sign. Each light has a beam angle of 60 degrees, and locations
will be determined on site. The lights will not shine or reflect much outward to limit stray light. Each
light fixture will be 4” in diameter and 3.5” tall. Lighting will be connected to the “Yard” panel at the Art
Center from a nearby junction box, which currently has a timer for exterior lighting. The trench path to
the junction box is relatively clear from any roots of surrounding trees.
Design
Darin Wacs’s design has a similar feel to Dr. Seuss, Alexander Calder, and Henri Matisse as this author
and these artists use similar shapes and bright colors in their work. The thought process around her
study session design proposals was to create a bold and powerful yet playful mix of shapes that refer to
nature in a very direct manner. These forms also focus on the linear flow between the anchor points
of the sign on the left and right side, helping to visually lead the viewer from one clear signage marker
to the other.
For the new design and based on the ARB’s feedback, Wacs combined elements from Design A
with Design B. Originally both designs were created with the site in mind and further finessed when
the footprint was determined. The progression of the designs was organic. She thought a lot about
the relationship of the Library and the Art Center to that corner and how both places seemingly
disappear.
Her dreams for the new sign would be to reverse that through the creation of a series of lively
whimsical forms that would both draw visitors in and surprise them. The interplay between the signage
and the shapes has a lightness which contrasts with the industrial process by which they are fabricated
and creates something dramatic amongst the surrounding trees and tree canopies.
The colors chosen enhance the playfulness and vibrancy of the combined sign. Forms will be painted on
both sides as the corner is highly visible on all sides. Details on the forms have been kept, but the
number of details were reduced due to feedback and cost concerns. The various forms vary from ½” to
5” thick. Forms will be either a solid laser cut steel plate or double-sided welded steel. The tallest form
stands about 10.5’. These thicknesses may change to accommodate the budget. The forms may need to
be adjusted for structural reasons as well. Painting details may be reduced to further accommodate the

budget. The total spacial area of the sign is 285 ft2 including the concrete base. The actual area of the
sign is approximately 90 ft2.
Alternate Designs
Alternate designs have been proposed if we need to further accommodate the design to our budget. In
Alternate Design #1, the shorter space flower from Form #1 and Form #12 were removed. In Alternate
Design #2, Form #5 and #7 were removed. Alternate Design #3 further reduces the sign by removing
Form #6. For the alternate designs, the lighting plan remains the same with lighting underneath the
forms, so that “Library” and “Art Center” are still clearly visible at night. Alternate designs have the same
height and base area as the preferred design. PWE is requesting approval of the alternates so that the
project can move forward with the current budget by reducing the construction cost.
Exceptions
The preferred and alternate designs will all need several signage exceptions. PWE is requesting a sign
exception for the following:



16.20.120(b)(1) – Area and Height
16.20.120(b)(3) – Number of Signs

The area and height restrictions are exceeded due to the 11’ 9.4” and special area of approximately 285
ft2. This additional sign will also add to the two on the Newell Road frontage and the four collective
banners on Embarcadero Road.

Attachment E: Project Plans – delivered to ARB Board Members only

Also available online at: http://www.cityofpaloalto.org/civicax/filebank/documents/48524

