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Agenda
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Tonight (9/27) Next Meeting (10/25)

● Project Overview

● Objective Design Standards (Att. A)

● Other Updates to Title 18 (Att. B)

○ Strengthen, Clarify & Modernize

● Staff Recommendation

● Transform Legislative 

Actions & Expand Housing 

Incentive Program   

(packet pages 116+117 

and Att. B)



What are Objective Standards?

Narrowly defined by State Law: 

“standards that involve no personal or subjective judgment by a public official 
and are uniformly verifiable by reference to an external and uniform benchmark 
or criterion available and knowable by both the development applicant or 
proponent and the public official prior to submittal”

Examples: 

• Front setback shall be a minimum of 10 feet
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What are Subjective Criteria?

Some performance standards: 

• Example: parking should be broken up into smaller 
groups of spaces to avoid large expanses of 
parking

Most context-based design criteria: 

• Example: scale and massing should be compatible 
with the existing pattern of buildings
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Project Overview

The City’s subjective design criteria and 
development regulations cannot be used for some 
multifamily and mixed-use projects, given changes 
in State law

The City does not have design standards 

Project transforms Context-Based Design Criteria 
and makes other changes to Title 18 to streamline 
review and strengthen objective criteria
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SB2 Funding

• Project is funded by SB2 
• Provides local governments with 

grants and technical assistance to:

○ Streamline housing approvals

○ Facilitate housing affordability 

○ Accelerate housing production

6



What Other Cities are Doing?

Nearly all cities in the County are 
preparing objective standards

• Many are preparing design standards

• Some are updating development 
standards

• Few cities are pursuing process 
streamlining 
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City Preparing Objective 
Standards?

Date Adopted or 
Expected 

Campbell ✔ 2021

Cupertino ✔ 2022

Gilroy ✔ 2022

Los Altos ✔ 2022

Los Altos Hills NA

Los Gatos ✔ 2022

Milpitas ✔ 2022

Monte Sereno ✔ 2022

Morgan Hill ✔ 2019

Mountain View ✔ 2022

San Jose ✔ 2021

Santa Clara ✔ 2022

Saratoga ✔ 2022

Sunnyvale ✔ 2022



Housing Accountability Act (HAA) Protections
1. Applies to "housing development projects” 

• 2 or more residential units 
• mixed-use developments (at least ⅔ residential) 
• transitional or supportive housing 

2. City cannot deny a project, reduce its density, or make 
a project infeasible, when it complies with objective 
standards, unless the project would have a “specific 
adverse impact" (i.e., unrelated to ARB findings)
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SB35 Project Streamlining
Project eligibility: 

• at least 2/3 residential floor area
• not historic, nor has listed environmental constraints
• at least 50% of units allocated for low-income households 

(as of 7/30/21, current threshold in Palo Alto) 
• consistent with objective standards 

Process: 
• 90 to 180 day staff review, depending on project size
• No discretionary review; therefore, no CEQA review
• Project must be approved if meets eligibility criteria and 

objective standards
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SB35 Examples

• Non-profit housing developer proposal for 
a 100% affordable housing State Density 
Bonus Law project in the CD district

• Market rate developer teams with 
affordable housing provider to propose a 
50% affordable and 50% market-rate 
project with ground floor retail and 3 
stories of residential in the CC(2) district
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SB330 Streamlining

• Prohibits jurisdictions from imposing subjective design standards 
established after January 1, 2020

• Identifies demolition and replacement requirements
• Limites downzoning
• Applies a five-meeting limit

11



Example Streamlining Projects

● Submitted SB330: 
■ 200 Portage
■ 2850 Bayshore

● Potential SB330: 
■ 2960 Alma

● Potential SB35:
■ 525 E. Charleston (Eden Housing)
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Process and Engagement
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Ordinance Review & Action Timeline
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• ARB: Recommended approval of the objective design 
standards (April 1st)

• PTC: Recommended approval of objective design 
standards and other updates to Title 18 (June 9th) 

• City Council 
• 9/27: Design Standards & Other Regulations
• 10/25: Legislative Changes (packet pg. 116+117)
• Nov./Dec.: Ordinance Approval



Stakeholder Feedback

● In January, March, and May 2021, City staff 
contacted 30+ stakeholders (local architects and 
developers) 

○ 5 stakeholders provided written feedback

● Several members of the public commented 
during recent PTC and ARB hearings

● Community meeting/webinar (July 2021)
○ Focused on height transitions; no longer part of this 

objective standards project
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Part 1: Objective Design Standards
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ARB & ARB Ad Hoc Committee Role

● ARB recommended approval of objective 
standards 4/1/21, following 7 hearings: 

○ Support for format, organization, and topics
○ Debate over specific standards, dimensions and 

intent statements
○ Philosophical concerns about objective design 

standards

● Ad Hoc Committee reviewed interim drafts and 
workshopped zoning graphics over 5 meetings
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Applicability
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Zoning Districts that allow multifamily housing:

• 18.13: RM-20, RM-30, RM-40
• 18.16: CN, CC, CC(2), CS
• 18.18: CD-C, CD-S, CD-N
• 18.20*: MOR, ROLM, ROLM(E), RP, RP(5), GM
• 18.34: PTOD combining district
• PF*

*Not currently subject to context-based design criteria; would only apply to 
multifamily housing/mixed use projects covered by the Housing Accountability Act  



Topics and Sections
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 Topic Section

Admin 18.24.010: Purpose and Applicability

Site Design

18.24.020: Public Realm/Sidewalk Character

18.24.030: Site Access

18.24.040: Building Orientation and Setbacks

Building Design

18.24.050: Building Massing

18.24.060: Façade Design

18.24.070: Residential Entries

18.24.080: Open Space

18.24.090: Materials

18.24.100: Sustainability and Green Building Design



Organization
(A) Intent Statement

• Subjective statement to clarify intent 
• Drawn from context-based criteria, 

sometimes verbatim

(B) Standards

• Objective measurement, ratio, allowance 
or prohibition

• Often listed as menu of options
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Applies to Residential 
and Non-Residential 

Uses

Applies to 
Residential and 
Mixed Use Only



Subjective → Objective (Menu of Options)

21

Stoops

Courts

Porches

New Standard: 

(1)   Ground Floor Unit Entries: Where ground floor residential unit entries 
are required, one or more of the following entry types shall be provided…



Subjective → Objective (Dimension)
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New Standard: 
When the height of the subject building is more than 20 feet above the 
average height (i.e., average of low and high roof elevations) of an 
adjacent building, an upper floor step back shall start within 2 vertical 
feet of the height of the adjacent building. The step back shall be a 
minimum depth of 6 feet along the primary building frontage, and the 
step shall occur for a minimum of 70% of the façade length.



Part 2: Other Updates to Title 18
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Summary of Proposed Changes to Title 18
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1. Transform subjective Context-Based Design Criteria into Objective Design 
Standards (preceding section)

2. Transform other subjective standards and regulations (e.g., performance 
standards, open space, zero waste) to remove redundancies, clarify intent, and 
modernize environmental and technology standards

3. New streamlined review process for HAA projects that meet objective 
standards

4. Transform legislative actions into objective criteria and expand HIP to create 
incentives for affordable and market-rate housing 



2. Revise and Reorganize Other 
Design Regulations
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18.23 Performance Standards

● Revise zoning regulations as objective standards:
○ Water quality
○ Landscape screening
○ Lighting impacts
○ Mechanical lift parking
○ Refuse storage/screening

● Reorganize performance standards and make 
applicable  to all projects regardless of use or location

● Provided cross-references in the code to handouts 
which may be updated from time to time  

18.40 General Standards and Exceptions
18.42 Standards for Special Uses
18.54 Parking Facility Design Standards



3. Process Changes: Streamlining

• Chapter 18.75 - New exemption from 
architectural review:

• “Housing development projects” in accordance 
with the Housing Accountability Act

• Chapter 18.76 - New streamlined process for 
“housing development projects” that comply 
with objective standards: 

• 1 study session with the ARB
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Objective Design 
Standards

Entitlement Process

Housing 
Development 

Projects

● Residential (3+) 
● Mixed Use (>2/3 

res.)
● Supportive/ 

Transitional 

Design Guidelines and 
Area Plans

Other Projects

● Commercial
● All Other 

Residential/ 
Mixed-Use

Development 
Standards & 

District 
Regulations 

● Allowed Uses
● Height
● Setbacks
● Floor Area 

Ratio
● Parking
● Open Space
● Lighting
● Stormwater
● Screening
● Other... Intent Statements

C
EQ

A
 R

ev
ie

w

Streamlined 
Review 

(1 ARB Study 
Session)

Design CriteriaProject Type Zoning Regulations

Architectural 
Review w/ ARB 

Findings
(up to 3 ARB 

hearings)

Public Review

New New

New



Eligibility for New Streamlined Review Process

28

Eligible Projects

• Multifamily residential in RM district 

• Mixed-use project in commercial 
district, with ground-floor retail and 2 
stories of residential (> 2/3 housing)

• Housing Accountability Act projects

• SB35 projects

• SB330 projects 

Not Eligible:

• Mixed use project in a commercial  
district, with ground-floor commercial 
and 1 story of residential (< 2/3 housing)

• Projects seeking rezoning and 
concurrent architectural review 

• Project seeking additional FAR under the 
Housing Incentive Program (HIP)

• Non-residential projects



4. Transform Legislative Actions That Support Housing 
Production 
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Title 18 offers flexible standards and 
higher densities to facilitate 
multi-family housing

But, rezoning tools require 
legislative actions which adds time 
and expense to the development 
process

Level of Review Zoning Tool Purpose

Legislative Action
(Rezoning 
Required)

Workforce Housing (WH) Above Moderate 
(120-150% AMI)

Affordable Housing (AH) Low and Moderate 
Income (up to 120% AMI)

Pedestrian Transit Oriented 
Development (PTOD)

Encourage housing near 
Cal Ave. Station

Staff/ARB Action 
No Rezoning 
Required

Housing Incentive Program 
(HIP)

FAR in exchange for 
architectural review



Affordable Housing (AH) Overlay
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Provides flexibility in development standards for projects that 
provide 100% affordable rental housing (<120% of AMI), located 
in CD, CN, CS, or CC and are near transit:

• FAR up to 2.4
• Building height up to 50 feet
• Parking ratios as low as 0.75 spaces/unit

Alternative to State Density Bonus Law

Requires ARB, PTC, and Council Review (~9 meetings)



Workforce Housing (WH) Overlay

31

Provides flexibility in development standards for projects that provide at least 20% 
moderate income rental housing (120-150% of AMI), in Public Facilities (PF) zoned districts 
½ mile from fixed rail:

• FAR up to 2.0
• Building height up to 50 feet
• Parking ratios as low as 1 space/unit or bedroom 
• Usable open space: 75 sf/unit
• Maximum unit size: 750 sf 

Requires ARB, PTC, and Council Review (~9 meetings)



Housing Incentive Program (HIP)
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Provides flexibility in development standards for 
residential or mixed-use projects, including market rate, in 
commercial mixed-use districts (Cal Ave., Downtown, El 
Camino Real and San Antonio Rd.)

• FAR up to 1.5 to 3.0, depending on location/zone
• Additional flexibility in development and parking 

standards  for 100% BMR projects

Alternative to State Density Bonus Law

Requires architectural review (~3 ARB meetings)



4. Transform Legislative Actions That Support Housing 
Production and Expand HIP 
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Zoning Tool Proposed Zoning Modifications

Workforce Housing (WH) ● Allow flexible standards by right
● Maintain applicability to PF zone only
● Maintain ARB review

Affordable Housing (AH) ● Allow flexible standards by right
● Maintain ARB review

California 
Avenue 
Area

Pedestrian Transit Oriented 
Development (PTOD)

● Maintain program as is

Housing Incentive Program 
(HIP)

● Expand HIP to PTOD-eligible area north of Page Mill, 
including RM-30, RM-40, and CC zones, (i.e., exclude 
NVCAP area, GM, PF)
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Staff Recommendation
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Provide comments on proposed modifications to Title 18 (Zoning) of the Palo Alto Municipal Code: 

1. New 18.24: Objective design standards (Att. A) 

2. Revisions to sections of Title 18 to strengthen objective standards (Att. B) 

a. Revise subjective regulations to remove redundancies, clarify intent, and modernize 
code

b. Create new streamlined review process for housing development projects 

3. October 25th: Transform Legislative Actions that Support Housing Production 

a. Affordable Housing Overlay

b. Workforce Housing Overlay

c. Expand HIP in Cal Ave./PTOD-Eligible Area




