
 
 

   

DATE: August 21, 2019 
 

AGENDA ITEM # 2 

 
TO:     Design Review Commission 
 
FROM:    Eliana Hassan, Assistant Planner 
 
SUBJECT:   APPL19-0004 – 626 Torwood Lane 
 
RECOMMENDATION:    
 
Deny design review application APPL19-0004 subject to the listed findings  
 

 
PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
This is an appeal of an administrative design review denial for a new one-story house. The project 
includes the demolition of an existing house, and construction of a new 3,251 square-foot one-story 
house.  The following table summarizes the project’s technical details: 
 
GENERAL PLAN DESIGNATION: Single-Family Medium Lot (SF-4)  
ZONING: R1-10 
PARCEL SIZE: 9,405 square feet 
MATERIALS: Standing seam metal roof, charred wood siding, field 

painted fiber cement board and batten siding, 
aluminum windows, wood framed chimneys with 
precast stone 

 
 Existing Proposed Allowed/Required 

COVERAGE: 2,518 square feet 3,270 square feet 3,292 square feet  

FLOOR AREA: 2,479 square feet 3,251 square feet 3,292 square feet 

SETBACKS 
Front 
Rear 
Right side  
Left side  

 
23.8 feet 
24.9 feet 
10 feet 
7.7 feet 

 
25.1 feet 
25.3 feet 
10.3 feet 
10.3 feet 

 
25 feet 
25 feet  
10 feet 
10 feet 

HEIGHT: 14.3 feet  16.6 feet 20 feet 

I I L___ 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Application History 
The City requires design review for all new construction, additions and exterior alterations on single-
family residential properties. For projects that are one-story and under 20 feet in height, design review 
is processed administratively by Planning staff. In the event that an administrative design review 
application is denied, the decision may be appealed to the Design Review Commission. 
 

The design review application was submitted on April 11, 2019. During the initial review of the 
application, staff identified the bulk, mass and scale of the proposed house as being out of character 
with the surrounding neighborhood.  There were also concerns over the forward-facing entryway 
feature, which had a height and position that was out of character with the surrounding neighborhood. 
Over a three-month period, staff worked with the architect and owner representatives to revise the 
design in order to comply with the City’s Single-Family Residential Design Guidelines and meet the 
design review findings.  However, the design revisions, which included reducing the roof height by 
nine inches, reducing the front entry height by two inches, moving the entryway back by 12 inches, 
and reducing the entryway overhang by three feet and wing walls by four feet, were not significant 
enough to address staff’s concerns about the bulk, mass and scale of the structure, and the height of 
the front entryway.  Thus, staff was unable to make positive design review findings and on June 24, 
2019, the design review application was denied.  Following the action taken by the staff to deny the 
project, an appeal was filed by the applicant. 
 
Neighborhood Context 
The subject property is located on the west wide of Torwood Lane between Pine Lane and Heather 
Court.  This section of Torwood Lane is considered a Consistent Character Neighborhood, as defined 
in the City’s Residential Design Guidelines. The neighborhood consists of predominantly one-story 
Ranch style homes with consistent setback patterns, materials, ridge heights and horizontal eave lines. 
A two-story house was relatively recently constructed at the corner of Torwood Lane and Pine Lane 
(619 Torwood Lane), however, it is still reasonably compatible with the consistent character of this 
neighborhood context. This section of Torwood Lane includes rolled curbs with landscaped shoulders 
and a mixture of street tree types. The Neighborhood Compatibility Worksheet prepared by the 
applicant is included in Attachment B. 
 
For projects in a Consistent Character Neighborhood, the design should have design elements, 
materials, and scale found within the neighborhood and sizes that are not significantly larger than 
other homes in the neighborhood. Proposed projects should fit in and lessen abrupt changes.  
 
DISCUSSION  
 
Denial Findings  
The administrative design review denial of the proposed one-story house was based on the following 
design review findings per Section 14.76.050 of the Zoning Ordinance: 
 

• The orientation of the proposed main structure in relation to the immediate neighborhood will 
NOT minimize the perception of excessive bulk; and 
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• General architectural considerations, including the character, size, scale and quality of the design, 
the architectural relationship with the site and other buildings, building materials and similar 
elements have NOT been incorporated in order to insure the compatibility of the development 
with its design concept and the character of adjacent buildings. 

 
According to the Residential Design Guidelines, a new house should be designed to fit in with the 
surrounding neighborhood and lessen abrupt changes. The proposed house is a 
contemporary/modern farmhouse style one-story house with a very prominent 16.5-foot tall front 
entry element that creates excessive bulk relative to its position on the site. The entry element, which 
has been moved back from the original submittal, has a setback of 30 feet from the front property 
line. The height of the front entry element and its prominence on the front elevation is a design feature 
that is not compatible with the surrounding neighborhood, which includes low profile porch and entry 
elements. The wall plate heights for the house are generally nine feet with some 10-foot wall plate 
heights in the north (left side) and east (rear) elevations. The 10-foot wall plate heights are taller than 
most of the surrounding homes, which appear to predominately have eight-foot tall walls. In general, 
the structure is out of scale with the surrounding neighborhood due to its taller wall plate heights and 
prominent front entry element. The general architecture of the new house, including the entryway 
height and proportions, results in a bulky and dominant vertical emphasis that is inconsistent with the 
low scale of surrounding residences, which appears to be uncharacteristic and sets an extreme for the 
neighborhood which is inconsistent with the Design Guidelines.  
 
Additionally, the sloping topography upwards from the street adds to the perception of bulk and mass 
of the overall structure. As shown in the Site Survey (Sheet C.0), the elevation at the street is between 
99-100.5 feet, whereas the area at the front elevation is approximately 102 feet, with a finished floor 
height at 103.5 feet. This difference in topography creates the perception of additional mass and scale 
when viewed from the street. The appearance of the tall entry element, combined with its proximity 
to the 25-foot front yard setback, does not minimize the perception of excessive bulk and scale. Staff 
recommended that the front entry be further set into the building with a larger front yard setback to 
soften the vertical emphasis.  Overall, the design of the house, particularly the front elevation, is 
inconsistent with the character of the neighborhood and does not mitigate for site specific 
characteristics to soften the design to be more compatible with the surrounding neighborhood. 
 
Appeal 
On July 8, 2019, the applicant filed an appeal of the administrative design review denial.  The 
applicant’s appeal letter outlines the basis for why they feel that the design of the proposed one-story 
house complies with the Single-Family Residential Design Guidelines and meets the required design 
review findings (Attachment A).  The applicant asserts that the denial should be overturned for the 
following reasons: 1) the revised design has adequately addressed the recommendations made by staff; 
2) the design’s bulk, mass, and scale is not uncharacteristic of the neighborhood; 3) the entryway is 
similar to the neighboring entryway in terms of height and bulk; 4) a major project redesign would be 
necessary to fully address changes to the entryway; and 5) the design incorporates defining 
architectural elements of the neighborhood and represents its character. 
 
Alternatives 
This appeal application is de novo, which means that the Design Review Commission may consider all 
aspects of the project and is not limited to the appeal concerns.  If the Commission disagrees with the 
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administrative denial, the Commission could: 1) make positive design review findings and approve the 
project; or 2) modify the project and/or conditions in order to make positive design review findings.  
If the Commission votes to approve this project, standard conditions of approval pertaining to 
development of the property including but not limited to tree protection, grading and drainage, green 
building, fire sprinklers, water efficient landscaping, and undergrounding utilities should be 
incorporated. 
 
Environmental Review 
This project is categorically exempt from environmental review under Section 15303 of the California 
Environmental Quality Act because it involves the construction of a single-family dwelling in a 
residential zone. 
 
Public Notification 
A public meeting notice was posted on the property and mailed to 11 nearby property owners on 
Torwood Lane and Pine Lane.  The Notification Map is included in Attachment C. 
 
Cc: Isabeau Guglielmo, Applicant and Architect 
 Michelle Liu and Raphael Hoffmann, Property Owners 
  
Attachments: 
A. Appeal Letter 
B. Neighborhood Compatibility Worksheet 
C. Area, Vicinity and Public Notification Maps 
D. Material Board 
E. Arborist Report 
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FINDINGS 
 

APPL19-0004 – 626 Torwood Lane 
 
With regard to the new one-story house, the Design Review Commission finds the following in 
accordance with Section 14.76.050 of the Municipal Code: 
 
a. The orientation of the proposed main structure in relation to the immediate neighborhood will 

NOT minimize the perception of excessive bulk; and 
 

b. General architectural considerations, including the character, size, scale and quality of the design, 
the architectural relationship with the site and other buildings, building materials and similar 
elements have NOT been incorporated in order to insure the compatibility of the development 
with its design concept and the character of adjacent buildings. 
 



 
Raphael Hoffmann and Jing Liu 
2428 Whitney Dr 
Mountain View, CA 94043 
(425) 246 5932 

 
 
 
Los Altos Design Review Committee 
℅ 
City of Los Altos - Planning Department 
Community Development Department Planning Division 
One North San Antonio Road 
Los Altos, CA 94022 
 
 
 
June 29, 2019 
 
 
 
To: Los Altos Design Review Committee 
 
Re: 626 Torwood Lane Design Review 
 
 
We bought our house at 626 Torwood Ln in July 2018 and decided to remodel the old structure 
in order to create a lasting home for us and our children. An important factor in our decision to 
move to Los Altos was to have our son (7 at the time) grow up and go through school in a family 
oriented neighborhood, with Santa Rita Elementary School only an 8 minute walk from the 
home. We were also planning on having a second child when the new home would be ready. 
 
After many months, during which the remodel plan evolved into a new construction plan due to 
difficulties in saving and integrating portions of the existing structure, we and our architect, 
Studio S Squared Architecture, were able to finally submit a Design Review package to the 
Planning Department on April 11, 2019. We were optimistic that the proposal would be 
approved as we chose to build a 1-story traditional home, not unlike others in the neighborhood. 
Unfortunately, three months have passed and we still find ourselves unable to move forward 
despite many efforts made to interpret and address the feedback received from Planning 
Department Staff . 
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Original design as submitted on April 11 2019 

 
 

On May 2, 2019 we received a NOI letter which also included three recommendations. We then 
worked with Staff through several design iterations where we addressed the recommendations. 
During these iterations we made a series of sacrifices, as summarized in the architects’ letter 
accompanying the Planning Resubmittal from June 4, 2019: 
 

1. Detached Trellis 
The detached trellis has been revised so that the distance between the trellis and the 
exterior wall of the building is 3’, instead of 1’-2”, as per our phone call on 5/15. 
 

2. Plate Heights 
The roof slopes at the front have decreased from 4.5:12 to 3.5:12 causing an overall 9” 
drop in height of the roof ridges at the front sides of the house. 
 

3. Height front entryway 
We have reduced the roof overhang of the entryway by 3' and we have eliminated the 3' 
wing walls of the entryway so that they are flush with the wall and match the style of 640 
Torwood's entryway. This greatly decreases any “appearance of bulk” at the entryway. 
The entire entry feature has also been setback 1’. 
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Original Design in Comparison with Updated Design 
 

Original Design: 

 
Change in Design (roof overhang reduced by 3’, wing walls reduced by 3’ to be in plane with 
wall and match style of 640 Torwood entryway, entryway wall reduced and overhang reduced 
an additional 1’ (4’ net reduction in roof overhang and wing walls), reduced roof slopes lower 
roof height 9”): 

 
Latest Proposed Design: 
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Original Design: 

 
Change in Design: 

 
Latest Proposed Design: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 



Original Design: 

 
Change in Design: 

 
Latest Proposed Design: 
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Original Design: 

 
Change in Design: 

 
Latest Proposed Design: 
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Original Design: 

 
Change in Design: 

 
Latest Proposed Design: 

 
 
We made these sacrifices and provided rapid feedback to Staff with the goal that the revised 
design would be acceptable while aiming to minimize impact on schedule.  
 
Despite all this work in the last 3 months, on June 24, 2019 we received a notice of denial of our 
plans. We kindly ask for your review of our proposal and help us find a way forward. 
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Below we summarize why we think that the key concerns raised are addressed in our most 
recent design: 
 
Perception of excessive bulk 
Preserving the character of the neighborhood, which we love, has been a key principle in the 
design of the home, right from the beginning. 
 

- While there are several 2-story homes on Torwood Ln---including two of the three homes 
directly opposite ours (619 and 645)---we opted for a more discreet 1-story style. 

- We chose a modern farmhouse style that combined the architectural elements that are 
dominant in the neighborhood (including the two adjacent homes): a board and batten 
exterior, a horizontal eave line, multiple gabled roofs towards the street, split gable 
windows, wood as primary material, setback patterns, and lush landscaping on setback. 

- We agree with the city’s assessment that there are predominantly one-story Ranch style 
homes in the neighborhood and that the neighborhood has also gone through some 
transition (we counted at least four 2-story homes on the street in close vicinity to our 
site, and also homes of various architectural styles, including contemporary and 
traditional ones). In contrast, we believe that our design incorporates the defining 
architectural elements of the neighborhood and represents its character. 

 
We have included some images of the latest proposed design inserted into Google Earth to 
show its relation to the neighborhood. These images help to show the proposed residence’s 
compatibility with the neighboring structures. They also show that the overall size of the 
proposed residence is not that different from the existing residence. The existing residence 
appears even taller in certain areas. 
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A specific cause of concern for Staff has been a perception of bulk of the entryway. 

- The entryway is very similar to our next door neighbor’s (640) and isn’t much taller. 640, 
too, is located on a slight slope upwards from the street. 

- We have made a series of changes to our original design to address the committee’s 
concerns. In particular, we have reduced the roof overhang by 3' and have eliminated 
the 3' wing walls to match the style of 640. We have further set back the entire entry 
feature by 1'. We believe that the changes have significantly reduced the “appearance of 
bulk”, especially when compared to 619 and 640, as shown in the images below. 
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640 (adjacent) 

 

640 (adjacent) 

 
 

619 (opposite) 

 

 
Our understanding is that Staff  is still not willing to approve the design unless we make more 
“drastic changes” such as moving the front entry wall back 10’ creating a “tunnel” entryway 
(which would require a major redesign of our floor plan so that one can enter the den as well as 
bedroom 4) or lowering the ridge of the entry feature so that it is in line with the other front 
elements (which in our opinion destroys the aesthetics of the exterior and interior design as it 
eliminates a continuous ridge that flows from the front door to the rear of the house).  
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The following images show our design if the front entry wall were set back by 10’: 
 
626  (after moving the front entry wall back by 10’--note difficulties entering BR4 and Den) 

  

 
We feel that these requests are both detrimental to our design and not beneficial to the 
neighborhood, especially when comparing our proposal to existing homes in the neighborhood. 
Even more worrisome, however, was feedback that even these changes may still not be enough 
to approve the design. 
 
Architectural relationship with other buildings 
Staff also raised a concern about plate heights. We have proposed 9 ft tall plate heights around 
the home. On the north and east sides, there are places where the plate height is slightly higher 
(not more than +1 ft) due to the uneven topography in that area. We have addressed this 
concern by decreasing the roof slopes at the front from 4.5:12 to 3.5:12 causing an overall 9” 
drop in height of the roof ridges at the front sides of the house. 
 
Our understanding is that Staff is requesting a more drastic change such as reducing the overall 
plate height to 8 ft to preserve the 9 ft limit at the north side. We again feel that this request is 
overly conservative. 
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- Homes that are built today generally have a plate height of 9 feet. In contrast, older 

homes often have a plate height of 8 feet and can sometimes feel oppressively low given 
today’s more open floor plans. 

- Out of the three homes across the street, one is a 2-story home and another one has a 
2-story addition. Also please note that one of these residences across from us (619) 
seems pretty tall as well even at the single story elements as shown in the image below. 
 

619 (opposite) 

 
 

- On the north side, 626 and 640 are separated by a fence and shrubs blocking the view 
from one side to the other. Furthermore, for 640 there is a garage on this side of the 
home.  

 
640 (adjacent) 

 
 
 
Due to Planning’s comment about the architecture not being compatible with the neighboring 
homes, we wanted to reach out to our neighbors in order to get their feedback on the design. 
We were able to reach out to several of our neighbors and we plan to continue to reach out to 

15 



the neighbors we have not yet been able to get a hold of. All of the neighbor responses we have 
received have been positive, and we have included them below for your reference. 
 
631 Torwood Lane (Murtaza and Afroza): Welcome to the neighborhood! We went through 
your proposed construction plan, and the city's concerns. We don't have any issues or concerns 
and are happy to approve your proposed design. Good luck with the process and let us know if 
you need anything else from us. 
 
645 Torwood Lane (Bill Gaylord): Was great to meet you and Michelle today. Look forward to 
having you in the neighborhood. Appreciate you taking the time to share your plans with us. We 
like what you're planning to do with the house and are supportive of your remodel. 
 
515 Pine Lane (Lakshmi and Satish): Based on the plans, since it’s the back of your house 
that’s sharing a fence with us, we have no comments or concerns regarding the bulk in the front 
of your house. It seems like the back side will not intrude on our privacy. As long as the trees 
and landscaping are appropriately considerate, we are fine with your plan. 
 
614 Torwood Lane (Nitin and Ruchira): We have no objections to your new proposal. Good 
luck with the city. 
 
640 Torwood Lane (Marilyn and Everett):. The drawings for the home structure layout and 
landscaping are very impressive. We are a bit surprised that a basement is not included in the 
design but do understand that is a very expensive undertaking. You made us feel that our home 
front area remodeling design was OK since your design has some similar features. To sum up 
for what you are likely the most interest in, let us state that, upon review of your plans, Marilyn 
and I have no issues with your building design.  
 
 
 
Given this, and the significant changes made to the plans, we felt that we have properly 
addressed the concerns raised by Staff. 
 
We would like to thank you for taking the time to review our application, and we look forward to 
your help to clarify the best way forward. 
 
 
 
Thank you, 
 
Raphael Hoffmann and Jing Liu 
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