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GUIDELINES/PROCESS & PROCEDURES SUBCOMMITTEE 

Jane Reed, Deb Hope, Susan Mensinger, Pat Marriott 

PTC Study Session  11-5-15 

 

SUBCOMMITTEE GOALS 

 Make commercial development smoother and more transparent for all: developers, staff, 
commissioners, council and residents 

 Expedite the process by clearly defining community expectations 

 Improve predictability: ensure there are no surprises for the developer or residents 

 Get the quality development we want and deserve 

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

Lack of coherence: multiple documents from multiple committees over many years are confusing.  

Figure 1:  Some of the documents a developer would have to consult. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These documents go back to the General Plan from 2002. Because they were written and revised 
over time – by different people – they can be redundant and confusing. Yet there’s a consistent 
thread through them – and through history: the desire to keep our village atmosphere, a pedestrian 
focus, a human scale.  

ATTACHMENT  C
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Figure 2:  Statements of Intent within the Design Guidelines are repeated in a different form 
throughout the document, all similar to – but slightly different – from the Purpose statements in the 
zoning code. 

 

 

The same lack of consistency is evident in the text of the Design Guidelines as well as in the zoning 
code.   

Figure 3:  Examples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Zones are referred to as districts, e.g., Chapter 14.44 - CD COMMERCIAL DOWNTOWN DISTRICT*  
 
 Specific Purposes in zoning code are similar to Intents in Design Guidelines(Figure 2), i.e., different 

words in different order. 
 

 14.44.020 - Specific purposes (CD zone).   

D. Preserve and improve the character of the area immediately surrounding the existing 
downtown pedestrian district;    (There is no “downtown pedestrian district.” Should be  
the Downtown Core District.) 
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Also, while most measurable requirements (height, setbacks, etc.) are specified in the zoning code, 
some (courtyard and paseo dimensions) are defined in the Design Guidelines, but not in the zoning 
code. 

Our immediate goal was to simplify the Design Guidelines and ensure consistency. But we realized 
that there was an additional problem. 

Lack of adherence: most guidelines are sufficient, but have not been followed in recent commercial 
development, e.g., see Appendix G.  

Revising one document is not the solution to the larger problem. The issue is not that the Design 
Guidelines are broken, but the fact that they have frequently been ignored.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  Documentation 

A. Rename “Design Guidelines” to “Design Requirements” to indicate they have teeth. Edit for 
clarification, consistency and future interactive online use. 

We revised this document to make it more user-friendly and accessible, removing redundancy (see 
Figure 2 above) and streamlining the content. Only a few substantive changes were made.  

Appendix A outlines the modifications embodied in Draft v2 of new “Design Requirements.” 

B. Ensure consistent terminology throughout all documents.  

Examples of problems are shown in Figure 3 above. 

C. Keep all documents current and discard those that are obsolete.  

For example, when downtown visioning takes place, it may be appropriate to discard the existing 
Downtown Design Plan. 

D. Make the zoning code the single source for explicit, measurable requirements. Consider one 
source for each subject. 

Duplicating information in multiple documents is confusing, makes updates more difficult and leads 
to inconsistencies.  

For example, our committee was asked to define “human scale.” There already exist numerous 
books, papers, videos and other sources of information on this subject. An excellent example from 
the city of Powell Ohio provides – in just 10 pages –an overview of key factors. (See Appendix D.) 
Use this document or one similar to it to define our requirements for pedestrian/human scale. 

E. Make more use of illustrations and diagrams in all documents.  

Planning, architecture, design, landscape are all visual endeavors. A picture is worth 1,000 words, 
particularly when multiple people have to agree on complex development concepts. Follow the 
examples in appendices D, E and F to ensure detailed, unambiguous requirements. 

F. Make all documents interactive online with links to relevant city codes.  

The city is looking for a new IT manager. This would be an excellent project for him/her to address. 
A GIS mapping system (Appendix C) could be the starting point for accessing the planning system. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS:  Process/Procedures 

The city already has a good working process in place. But the push for commercial development is 
relatively new and many recent buildings do not reflect our village character. To tighten the process: 

G. Include more detailed checklists at all phases of planning process.  

The revised Design Requirements contains such a checklist. Also follow the example of the Los Gatos 
application checklist in Appendix F. 

H. Require 3D modeling submission (like Bill Maston’s software) for every project.  

Staff has already started work on this requirement, which we strongly support.  

I. Require a design review for every project, including commercial and multi-family. 

Residential projects must go through a design review because we want to protect our 
neighborhoods. The same detailed focus on design should be required for commercial and multi-
family residences, which are typically seen by more people and have a bigger impact on the 
community.  

Our PTC has a broad charter, advising the City Council on planning and transportation issues 
including “automobile circulation, pedestrian, bicycle and handicapped access, and public 
transportation on all public streets, roadways and paths within the city limits of the City of Los Altos. 
The PTC advises the Council on existing and proposed City policies related to traffic calming and 
traffic enforcement.” http://www.losaltosca.gov/planningtransportcommission  

Note that there is no mention of architecture or design review in the job description. 

We would benefit from having a panel of experts focus strictly on design, supporting staff  in 
promoting harmonious development of high aesthetic quality.  

Architects and developers expect an architectural review early in the process—and are willing to pay 
for it as part of the development fee—because it can save them time and money. 

We recommend an ad hoc Architectural Analysis panel, comprising consultant architects and 
landscape architects, called upon as necessary. They need not be Los Altos residents. For each 
project, 2 architects and 1 landscape architect would review the project.  

Appendix B describes Los Gatos’ use of a single architectural consultant to review a project. Two 
would provide a balanced and well-informed perspective, and a landscape architect would ensure 
that new development has appropriate aesthetic appeal. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  Access/Transparency 

Currently, the only way to view project plans is through links in the PTC agenda. We can and should 
make it easier for residents to access staff reports and developer submissions so they can provide input 
at every stage. 

J. Revise the existing planning page on the city website to include all steps in the process and 
provide links to relevant documents, e.g.,  

http://www.losaltosca.gov/planningtransportcommission


11-5-15 guidelines/process/procedures Page 5 

 

 

 

K. Allow developers to make submissions online. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  Empowerment/Enforcement/Accountability 

L. Provide precise checklists for every step of the development process. 

The more detailed the requirements and checklists, the easier it is to define what the city  wants and 
the easier for developers to submit plans that speed through the approval process.  

Precise checklists give the planning department the support it needs to strictly enforce 
requirements. And if the applicant ultimately demands to go to the PTC without staff support, the 
PTC will have the same checklists to point out lack of adherence. 

M. Clearly define, communicate and enforce our city standards. 

Our standards must be clearly defined, communicated and consistently enforced if we are to 
develop our city in a way that maintains the special qualities of our downtown—and attract the best 
developers.  
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RECOMMENDATION:  Downtown Plan 

N. Support the visioning process that will lead to a master plan for downtown. Codify the plan. 

We strongly support the visioning process proposed by the city council. Many of our existing 
documents, codes and committee findings can feed into this process.  

A comprehensive plan is needed to create a level playing field for developers and to ensure 
objective decision-making. It will prevent piecemeal approval, project by project, which has given us 
the negative aspects if First Street.  

Council should take whatever steps required for maximum enforceability and timely execution to 
ensure the vision gets implemented.  

 

CONCLUSION/OUTCOMES 

Putting  the above recommendations into practice will go a long way toward meeting the stated goals by 
supporting and empowering the planning department, providing exacting requirements to developers, 
and offering more transparency to residents.  

This  work will also further the visioning process leading to a Downtown Plan that specifically defines 
community  needs and expectations and is written into the municipal code to ensure enforcement. 
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APPENDIX A 

REVISIONS TO DESIGN GUIDELINES 

RENAMED Design Guidelines to Design Requirements, making it clear they have teeth and are not 
merely suggestions. (This does not mean they would be codified.) 

REVISED for clarification and consistency. 

 Combined Sections 4 (Mixed Commercial District) and 5 (First Street District) into the Perimeter 
District. These two sections were practically identical, but written in different words. 

 Added relevant zoning codes to appendices for easy reference. 

MOVED  Required Findings to front of document. 

REPLACED  

 Three repetitive INTENT sidebars with just one and added  “Retain a sense of  place by 
preserving views of surrounding hills.” 

 Page numbers replaced with section numbers. Page numbers change. 

 “Second” story to “upper” story for future flexibility. 

 “Design Requirements are in addition to and subordinate complementary to the zoning 
requirements in appendices C through F.” (Section 1) 

ADDED  

 Purpose 

 How to Use  

 Checklist 

 Zone designations for each district 

 Links for future online interactive version 

 “clear” to requirement for 60% transparent glazing 

DELETED  

 References to variances. Let’s not encourage them. 

 References to setbacks. Too confusing because they are zone-dependent, not district 
dependent. Applicant should refer to zoning code. 

TBD 

 Include additional photographs of examples of THIS is what we want, NOT THAT. 

 Determine a consistent map representation that make zones clear.   

 Move courtyard and paseo dimensions to zoning code.  
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APPENDIX B 

LOS GATOS ARCHITECTURAL CONSULTANTS 

http://www.losgatosca.gov/DocumentCenter/View/13593  

RESOLUTION 2014 -040 

RESOLUTION OF THE TOWN COUNCIL OF THE TOWN OF LOS GATOS 

GOVERNING THE DESIGN REVIEW PROCESS AND CLARIFYING 

THE ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE ARCHITECTURAL CONSULTANT 

AND RESCINDING RESOLUTION 2002 -25 

 

WHEREAS, the Town of Los Gatos Town Council has determined that there is a need to 

modify the Town's design review process last adopted in 2002; and 

 

WHEREAS, a goal of the Town is to ensure full public and policy maker consideration 

of design alternatives; and 

 

WHEREAS, the use of an architectural consultant may assist applicants, Town staff, and 

decision -makers in achieving architectural excellence in designs submitted to the Town for 

review; and 

 

WHEREAS, architectural consultants have been used in the past and may be engaged by 

the Town to review the architecture for fixture development proposals at the expense of project 

applicants; 

 

WHEREAS, the architectural consultant is qualified to review and critique 

architecture and may be requested to work with applicants, Town staff and decision makers to provide 

input on designs which have been submitted to the Town, to answer questions about the submitted 

design and/ or design alternatives, and otherwise serve as a resource to decision makers; 

 

THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the Town Council that the following policies shall 

govern the architectural review process: 

 

A. The architectural consultant may review plans upon request by Town staff, the 

Planning Commission and/ or the Town Council and provide input regarding the 

plan' s consistency with applicable design standards and guidelines, specific plans 

http://www.losgatosca.gov/DocumentCenter/View/13593
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and the General Plan. Staff reports on projects that have been reviewed by the 

architectural consultant will include any recommendations or alternatives 

presented by the architectural consultant, and any alternative, including the 

original reviewed design, submitted by the applicant. 

 

B. Town staff, the Planning Commission and the Town Council may consider the 

architectural consultant' s recommendations or alternatives as one of a number of 

factors used in the consideration of any development project submitted to the Town. 

 

C. Town staff, the Planning Commission and the Town Council may use their 

independent discretion in evaluating the recommendations of the 

architectural consultant and may approve any design that meets all applicable 

Town Design Guidelines, ordinances, specific plans and the General Plan. 

 

D. Whenever possible, the Planning Commission and/ or the Town Council should seek 

to resolve design issues that arise during the hearing by crafting motions to deny, 

continue with direction to revise, or to approve with appropriate conditions. When 

necessary, the Planning Commission and/ or the Town Council may continue an item 

to a future meeting and request the presence of the architectural consultant to address 

specific issues or questions. Any costs associated with the delay and requested 

presence of the architectural consultant will be paid by the applicant 

PASSED AND ADOPTED at a regular meeting of the Town Council held on the 16a` day of 

June, 2014, by the following vote: 

COUNCIL MEMBERS: 

AYES: Marcia Jensen, Diane McNutt, Joe Pirzynski, Barbara Spector, Mayor Steven Leonardis 

NAYS: 

ABSENT: 

ABSTAIN: 

MAYOR OF THE TO OF OS GATOS 

LOS GATOS, CALIFORNIA 

ATTEST: 

CLERK ADMINISTRATOR THE TOWN OF LOS GATOS 

LOS GATOS, CALIFORNIA 
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   APPENDIX C 

MAPPING TOOLS 

Example from Los Gatos: 

http://www2.lynxgis.com/Html5Viewer/Index.html?configBase=http://www2.lynxgis.com/Geocortex/Essentials/R
EST/sites/Los_Gatos/viewers/LosGatosPublic/virtualdirectory/Resources/Config/Default 

 

 

Email from the Los Gatos planning manager: 

“The Town has had a GIS mapping system for over 15 years and Lynx is the company that maintains and 
updates technical aspects of the system for us.  Other jurisdictions have much more robust GIS 
capabilities and resources to manage their systems.  The Town’s GIS is a work in progress and we 
continue to try to link various information from existing Town resources to make it more useful for both 
our staff and citizens.  GIS really has nearly unlimited benefits across all departments for storing and 
displaying a wide range of information and can be queried to pull out specific information for research 
purposes.     

“The main benefits are the various information that you can get in one location which is very useful for 
staff in various departments, citizens, realtors, developers, and our decision makers.  Our staff uses the 
system for their day to day work answering questions via e-mail, telephone, and at the 
counter.  Additionally, it is used for our public noticing and creating a wide variety of graphics for various 
projects.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www2.lynxgis.com/Html5Viewer/Index.html?configBase=http://www2.lynxgis.com/Geocortex/Essentials/REST/sites/Los_Gatos/viewers/LosGatosPublic/virtualdirectory/Resources/Config/Default
http://www2.lynxgis.com/Html5Viewer/Index.html?configBase=http://www2.lynxgis.com/Geocortex/Essentials/REST/sites/Los_Gatos/viewers/LosGatosPublic/virtualdirectory/Resources/Config/Default
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APPENDIX D 

PEDESTRIAN GUIDELINES 

Example: City of Powell, Ohio (population 12,237) Pedestrian Scale Design Guidelines  

Adopted by Ordinance 2009-27; November 4, 2009  

A simple 10-page document focused on the essentials of creating a pedestrian friendly environment, 
with lots of illustrative diagrams and photos.  

http://www.cityofpowell.us/documents/Development_Docs/City%20of%20Powell%20Pedestrian%20Scale%20Des
ign%20Guidelines.pdf  

 

  

  

http://www.cityofpowell.us/documents/Development_Docs/City%20of%20Powell%20Pedestrian%20Scale%20Design%20Guidelines.pdf
http://www.cityofpowell.us/documents/Development_Docs/City%20of%20Powell%20Pedestrian%20Scale%20Design%20Guidelines.pdf
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APPENDIX E 

FORM BASED ZONING 

http://m.losaltosca.gov/sites/default/files/fileattachments/Community%20Development/page/429/downtown_la
nd_use_plans_for_website_revised.pdf  

Downtown Land Use and Economic Revitalization Plans  12-18-13 

Page 8: “The other major effort undertaken … was the establishment of form-based zoning for all 
commercial districts in the Downtown triangle, and specifically the CD/R3 zoning for First Street.” 

Per Zach Dahl: “The use of design review findings, removal of lot coverage and floor area limits, and the 
simplification of use definitions in each zone district were intended to move Los Altos toward a more 
form based approach to zoning that was less prescriptive.  But I wouldn’t say that Los Altos is using 
purely form based zoning because we still have parking requirements, setbacks and other site 
standards.” 

Whether or not we apply pure form-based zoning (http://formbasedcodes.org/definition) or a hybrid 
methodology, we should incorporate explicit illustrations in codes and guidelines.  

Example from Benicia, page 4-6: 

http://formbasedcodes.org/content/uploads/2014/02/benicia-downtown-mixed-use-master-plan.pdf 

 

http://m.losaltosca.gov/sites/default/files/fileattachments/Community%20Development/page/429/downtown_land_use_plans_for_website_revised.pdf
http://m.losaltosca.gov/sites/default/files/fileattachments/Community%20Development/page/429/downtown_land_use_plans_for_website_revised.pdf
http://formbasedcodes.org/definition
http://formbasedcodes.org/content/uploads/2014/02/benicia-downtown-mixed-use-master-plan.pdf


11-5-15 guidelines/process/procedures Page 14 

 

APPENDIX F 

CHECKLISTS: DETAILED & SPECIFIC 

Explicit 4-page checklist to “ensure completeness of the proposal.” 

http://www.losgatosca.gov/DocumentCenter/View/361  

 

DEVELOPMENT REVIEW APPLICATION PACKAGE 

TOWN OF LOS GATOS     COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 

Page 12: CHECKLIST FOR PREPARATION OF DEVELOPMENT PLANS 

Prior to preparing plans, please review all City Code Zoning requirements and applicable specific 
plan(s) and development guidelines.   The following is a listing of the minimum requirements for the 
submittal of plans to the Community Development Department. Applicants ARE to use this as a 
checklist to ensure completeness of the proposal. 

 

   
 

http://www.losgatosca.gov/DocumentCenter/View/361
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APPENDIX G 

This recent downtown remodel clearly indicates that the Design Guidelines are ignored and “village 
character” is falling by the wayside. Another reason to call them “Design Requirements.” 

http://www.losaltosonline.com/news/sections/business/183-business-features/51365-  

BUSINESS & REAL ESTATE  

Local couple keeps smiles on Main St.  
Published on Wednesday, 14 October 2015 01:09   Written by Alicia Castro - Staff Writer/aliciac@latc.com  
 

 
Alicia Castro/Town Crier  
Jasmine H. Le, D.D.S., and Mark Huy Vo, D.D.S., bring their Los Altos Advanced Dental Arts practice closer to home 
with a new office on Main Street. 

For the new co-owners of a Main Street office building, a boring building redo wouldn’t suffice.  

“We wanted something modern,” said Mark Huy Vo, D.D.S., who owns Los Altos Advanced Dental Arts 
at 166 Main St. with his wife, Jasmine H. Le, D.D.S. “We tracked down our favorite architect and he said, 
‘We can transform this.’”   

Comprehensive practice  

The avant-garde edifice – inspired by the glass-fronted Apple Store in Palo Alto – is emblematic of the 
industry within, a dentist office that employs new technology to keep its patients smiling.  

 
Current Design Guidelines: 

3.2.3 c) The use of wood doors with glazing and raised panel details, rather than metal and glass doors, 
is strongly encouraged to add warmth to the shop entries. 

3.2.3 g) Keep all window glazing transparent. Avoid tinted glass in favor of awnings and other shading 
devices for sun control.  

 

http://www.losaltosonline.com/news/sections/business/183-business-features/51365-
http://www.losaltosonline.com/news/sections/business/183-business-features/51365-
mailto:Writer/aliciac@latc.com



