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Today’s Program

1. Background/Context
a. Process
b. Grant Scope and Funding
c. Update and Combine Multiple Documents
d. State Law Compliance
e. What are Objective Design Standards?

2. Process and Approach
a. Stakeholder and Community Engagement
b. Key Considerations/Issues

3. Standards and Guidelines Document
a. Values and Guiding Principles
b. Document Structure
c. Design Principles
d. Development Prototypes

4. Implications for Affordable Housing in San Jose
5. Questions/Discussion



San Jose Design Guidelines Update Process 2017-2021

City Council Priority #19

Envision San Jose 2040 General Plan Requirement:

CD-4.1 Maintain and update design guidelines adopted by the 
City and abide by them in the development of projects.

Guidelines were outdated: 1990-1997

Create consistency and predictability for applicants and public

Respond to contemporary best practices and newer development 
types and create higher quality architecture and public realm

Initial Funding from Knight Foundation Grants for City Designer 
position and Downtown Guidelines and Standards

Additional funding from MTC PDA Staffing Grant for Citywide 
Standards and Guidelines



Citywide Standards and Guidelines Scope and Funding

● Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) Grant awarded in 2018
○ Consultant Team: Urban Planning Partners and Van Meter Williams 

Pollack (VMWP)
○ Update City of San Jose Residential and Commercial Design 

Guidelines
○ Evolved to include Industrial Design Guidelines 



Update and Combine Multiple City Documents

San Jose Citywide Design Standards and Guidelines

1990 19971992



State Law Compliance

● “Affordable Housing Streamlined Approval” - Senate Bill 35 (2017)
○ Goal: Address housing shortage by increasing housing supply

■ Requires streamlined (ministerial) approval for eligible housing projects
■ Eligible housing projects must meet all objective standards at the time of SB-35 

application submittal
● “Housing Crisis Act of 2019” - Senate Bill 330

○ Goal: Increase certainty in development process, speed review of new housing projects, 
preserve existing affordable housing, and prevent zoning actions that reduce availability of 
housing

■ A city may not reduce density or deny a project consistent with objective standards
● Both laws require housing development projects be reviewed against objective design 

standards. 



What are Objective Design Standards?

● Design standards are "objective" if they are measurable, verifiable, and knowable 
to all parties prior to project submittal. A planning review process based on 
objective design standards involves no personal or subjective judgment by a 
public official.

Design Guidelines Design Standards

● Subjective 
● Recommendations, may not be 

enforceable or have “teeth”
● Open to interpretation, difficult to 

measure or verify
● Use words such as “should” or “may”
● Adopted by resolution

● Objective
● Requirements, enforceable as 

regulations 
● Measurable and verifiable
● Use language such as “shall,” “must,” or 

“is required to” 
● Adopted by ordinance



Stakeholder and Community Engagement

● Workshop 1: Listening Session, October 15, 2019 
● Workshop 2: Draft Document, July 21 & 28, 2020
● Historic Landmark Commission Study Sessions: 

July 15 & Aug 5, 2020
● Planning Commission Study Sessions: 

July 22 & Aug 12, 2020
● Developers & Designers Focus Group Meeting:

July 24, 2020
● Individual Zoom meetings with community 

organizations and architects, June-Dec 2020



Key Considerations/Issues

● 80 Urban Villages designated but not all of 
them approved

● City’s experience with common development 
types

● A document that works for all General Plan 
Growth Areas that do not have a Specific Plan

● A document that is flexible enough to apply to 
the entire City



Values and Guiding Principles



Document Structure

“The guidelines are 
very well-thought 
out, well-organized 
and well-presented 
for ease of use and 
are an aesthetic 
experience for the 
user.”

Gita Dev, Co-Chair Sustainable Land Use 
Committee Sierra Club Loma Prieta 

Introduction
(Chapter 1)

Site
(Chapter 2)

Building
(Chapter 3)

Specific 
Dev. Types
(Chapter 5)

Pedestrian 
Level

(Chapter 4)



Key Design Principles - Site Planning and Organization



Key Design Principles - Concealed Parking



Key Design Principles - Active Frontages & Transparency 



Key Design Principles - Building Massing & Articulation



Key Design Principles - Sustainability and Resilience towards Climate Change



Development Prototypes



Urban Village Mixed-Use

East Santa Clara Urban Village

Replaces existing office building

Required to provide office (not just
retail) per Urban Village policies

6 stories, 82,000 sq ft total

7,200 sq ft retail on ground floor

7,000 sq ft office on 1st and 2nd floors

50 residential units on floors 2-6

One level underground parking



Medical Office, Evergreen Urban Village



Warehouse/Distribution

2105 Lundy  

C



Same standards apply to all types of 
housing, BUT…

Affordable projects eligible for some 
waivers and concessions per state law, 
most commonly:

● Parking
● Private and common open space
● Setbacks and stepbacks
● Height

2600 Union
Maracor Development with AO Architects, currently under review

Implications for Affordable Housing

Residencias Arianna
ROYGBIV Development with Anderson Architects, currently 
under review



Questions?

1. Great to hear about how these standards apply to Affordable Housing, but how do these 

also apply to other building types? 

2. Now that these standards have been in place for over a year, what are some lessons 

learned from recent applications?


