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Why we’re here
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Agenda
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1. Context: Why update zoning?
2. Basics of zoning
3. Zoning barriers in SMC (+mini Q&A)
4. Best practices for zoning reform 
5. Beyond zoning
6. Engaging in San Mateo and beyond
7. Q&A!



Speakers
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● Alfred has worked on 
Berkeley’s Southside 
Plan, Middle Housing 
ordinance, and also 
works as an architect 
and artist.

Elaine Uang, Van Meter William Pollack
● Elaine is a housing architect and 

advocate. At VMWP, she led 
teams to realize affordable 
senior, educator, veterans, and 
family housing.  She lives with 
her family in Palo Alto, and 
served on the Comprehensive 
Plan and Housing Element 
committees & co-founded Palo 
Alto Forward

Alfred Twu
Berkeley Planning Commissioner & 
Rent Board Commissioner



Basics of Zoning (Alfred)
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Height
Floors and/or Feet

Yards
Setbacks, Open Space, 
Lot Coverage

Density
Units and/or 
Floor Area Ratio 

Parking 
Minimums & 
Maximums

Uses
Permitted & 
Conditionally Permitted 
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Form Based Code
Any Number of Homes as Long as it Fits!

Some also allow nonresidential uses



Why update zoning? 
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● Cities must plan for new homes

● Many communities updating 
zoning now
○ Redwood City Downtown Area 

Plan

○ San Carlos Downtown Plan

○ Daly City, SSF, San Carlos, Belmont, 
Menlo Park, and many others 
updated zoning for HE

In San Mateo, Measure T was just 
the beginning!



Zoning Barriers in SMC 
(Elaine)
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R1 SINGLE FAMILY ZONING BARRIERS
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● SETBACKS

● FAR- FLOOR AREA RATIO

● DAYLIGHT PLANES & HEIGHTS

● PARKING REQUIREMENTS



R1 ZONING CODE SNIPPETS
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!
!
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YOU CAN’T USE A WHOLE LOT -
R1 SINGLE FAMILY ZONES

TYPICAL R1 LOT, 50’ X 120’, CORNER

● SETBACKS 
○ FRONT 20’,
○ INTERIOR  SIDE 5-7’
○ STREET SIDE: 7.5’ OR  15% WIDTH
○ REAR 15’ LEVEL 1, 25’ LEVEL 2

● DAYLIGHT PLANES
○ 12’ AT PROPERTY LINE, 45 DEGREE ANGLE

● HEIGHT - 
○ 24’ WALL PLATE (2 STORIES)
○ 32’ TO ROOF

● FLOOR AREA RATIO 
○ 0.4 FOR R1-A,  0.5 FOR R1-B & R-1C 

TYPICAL R1 LOT, 50’ X 120’, INFILL



R3 MIDDLE HOUSING ZONING BARRIERS
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● SETBACKS 

● HEIGHTS/STORIES

● OPEN SPACE REQUIREMENTS

● PARKING REQUIREMENTS



MISSING MIDDLE: R3 MULTI FAMILY ZONES
● SETBACKS:  

○ FRONT 15’ MIN
○ SIDE 6’ MIN 2 STORIES, ½ HEIGHT 3 STORIES
○ REAR 15’ MIN OR ½ HEIGHT

● HEIGHT: GENERAL PLAN 2040
● FLOOR AREA RATIO (FAR) 0.85
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R3 MIDDLE HOUSING MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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● MINIMUM UNIT SIZE STANDARDS
○ 1 BEDROOM - 540 SF
○ 2 BEDROOM - 750 SF
○ 3 BEDROOM - 960 SF

● PARKING REQUIREMENTS 
○ 1 BEDROOM - 1.8 SPACES/UNIT ~540 SF
○ 2 BEDROOM - 2.0 SPACES/UNIT ~600 SF
○ 3 BEDROOM - 2.2 SPACES/UNIT ~660 SF

● OPEN SPACE REQUIREMENT  200 SF/UNIT
○ 1 BEDROOM - 200 SF
○ 2 BEDROOM - 400 SF
○ 3 BEDROOM - 600 SF

!
!



CASE STUDY: R3 MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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● TYPICAL 50 x 150 LOT = 7,500 SF

● FAR 0.85 x 7500 SF = 6,375 SF
○ INCLUDES RESIDENTIAL UNIT & 

COVERED PARKING SQUARE FEET

● SETBACKS & BUILDABLE AREA
○ FOR 2 STORY BLDG = 4380 SF 

○ FOR 3 STORY BLDG = 2120 SF

UNIT 
TYPE

MIN UNIT 
SIZE

#PARKING SPACES
 (300 SF/SPACE) 

MIN TOTAL BLDG 
SF

OPEN SPACE 
(200 SF/BDRM)

1-BDRM 540 SF 1.8 SPACES X 300 SF 
= 540 SF

540 SF + 540 SF = 
1080 SF 200 SF

2-BDRM 750 SF 2.0 SPACES X 300 SF 
= 600 SF

750 SF + 600 SF = 
1350 SF 400 SF

3-BDRM 960 SF 2.2 SPACES X 300 SF 
= 660 SF

960 SF + 660 SF = 
1620 SF 600 SF

● HOW MANY & WHAT TYPE OF UNITS FIT IN 6,375 SF?



CASE STUDIES: R3 MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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MIXED USE CBD - ZONING BARRIERS
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● SETBACKS

● UPPER FLOOR DAYLIGHT PLANES

● PARKING REQUIREMENTS

● FIRE EXITING

● HEIGHT MEASUREMENT DATUM



● FILL IN
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CBD ZONING CODE SNIPPETS



CBD PARKING REQUIREMENTS
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!
!



CASE STUDY: CBD MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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CASE STUDY: CBD MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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Break: Q&A
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Best Practices + Case 
studies (Alfred in general, 
Elaine focused on 
“residential”)
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Berkeley
Southside Plan - C-T Zone
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Height: 85 feet max
Yards: None Required
Density: No Limit
Parking: None Required 

● Commercial district
● Small lots
● Transit access



Berkeley Demolition Ordinance
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Protects existing tenants when their building is redeveloped.

● Relocation Payment

● Replacement Units

● Right to Return

$



Ground Floor Retail
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How to avoid vacancies

● Floorplan shape & size

● Live-work units

● Sidewalk width



Zoning changes are necessary, 
but not sufficient (Elaine)
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MO’ AGENCIES, MO’ PROBLEMS
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● PLANNING DEPARTMENT - ZONING COMPLIANCE

● BUILDING DEPARTMENT - BLDG/STRUCT/MEP PERMIT

● FIRE DEPARTMENT - FIRE ACCESS, ALARM/SPRINKLERS

● PUBLIC WORKS
○ TENTATIVE/FINAL MAPS, LOT  SPLITS 

○ SIDEWALKS, STREET WORK, CURB CUTS, STREET LIGHTS, TREES

○ STORMWATER, SEWER CONNECTION

● ELECTRIC & GAS CONNECTION (PG&E)

● WATER CONNECTION (CAL WATER)

● COMMUNICATIONS (AT&T, COMCAST, SONIC)

ZONING IS ONLY STEP ONE IN THE 
PROCESS TO BUILDING HOUSING!!

THERE ARE MANY OTHER AGENCIES 
TO WORK WITH AND REGULATORY 
HURDLES TO DEAL WITH 



FEES, FEES, FEES
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DESIGN CHALLENGES

● FIRE EXITS/STAIRS

● FIRE RATINGS

● ACOUSTIC REQUIREMENTS 

● EV CHARGING

FIRE EXITS/STAIRS

EV CHARGING
ZONING/BUILDING CODE MISALIGNMENT 



Break: Q&A
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Engaging in the City of San 
Mateo (or other cities!)
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Next Steps
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Project Timeline
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What should you ask for? 
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● Make zoning simple! 

● Standardize wherever possible

● Allow maximum rules

● Support mixed use neighborhoods

● Neighborhood retail is good

● Provide incentives, not mandates



A few more asks

Legalize Missing Middle
● Opt into SB 10

● Encourage small apartments

● Remove arbitrary barriers to small-lot 
development
○ Minimum lot size, width, FAR, etc

○ Focus on basic form, ODS
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Leverage State Law
● SB 79 is good–let’s encourage its use!

● Streamlining reduces staff work, 
community opposition

● ADUs, SB 9, AB 1123 all have potential



When should you ask for it? 
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City Council Meeting 
February 23
Write personal letters to 
citycouncil@cityofsanmateo.org

City Survey on zoning reform
Write personal letters to 
citycouncil@cityofsanmateo.org



Support your friendly neighborhood housing orgs!

Stay up to date with HLC 
Newsletters or contact Jeremy
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Contact Karyl Eldridge at 
keldridge@cbnorcal.com to join



Share feedback with us!
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Link at https://forms.gle/US5PnLGxX7JWAHpU8
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Analysis
- Needs of community
- Constraints to affordable homes
- Affirmatively Furthering Fair 

Housing focused primarily on sites 
and zoning

What is in a housing 
element? 

Site Inventory
- Law enforced more strongly
- Cities must respond to public 

comments
- Larger scope, including equity



Legislative Process in Cities
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● Council member has an idea

● Majority of council likes the idea

● Staff drafts ordinance

● May have “community input”
○ Surveys, letters to properties

○ Special public meetings, study sessions

● First reading, second reading…
○ Can be waived or adopted without readings

○ Each “reading” has a public hearing

● Approval by majority vote
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YOU CAN’T USE A WHOLE LOT -
R1 SINGLE FAMILY ZONES

TYPICAL R1 LOT, 50’ X 120’, CORNER

● SETBACKS 
○ FRONT 20’,
○ INTERIOR  SIDE 5-7’
○ STREET SIDE: 7.5’ OR  15% WIDTH
○ REAR 15’ LEVEL 1, 25’ LEVEL 2

● DAYLIGHT PLANES
○ 12’ AT PROPERTY LINE, 45 DEGREE ANGLE

● HEIGHT - 
○ 24’ WALL PLATE (2 STORIES)
○ 32’ TO ROOF

● FLOOR AREA RATIO 
○ 0.4 FOR R1-A,  0.5 FOR R1-B & R-1C 

TYPICAL R1 LOT, 50’ X 120’, INFILL



CASE STUDIES: R3 MULTI FAMILY ZONES
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